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Author’s Note

Pounds, shillings and pence

Since 1971 in Britain a pound has been divided into 100 pence. During the period covered by this book, a pound was divided into 20 shillings and each shilling divided into 12 pence or pennies. Pennies were further divided into ha’pennies (half-pennies) and farthings (quarter-pennies). Coins came in a range of different values.

In addition to farthings, ha’pennies and shillings there were thrupenny bits (three pennies), sixpences (six pennies), florins (two shillings) and half-crowns (two shillings and sixpence).

The value of a pound has decreased hugely over time. Calculating changes in the pound’s purchasing power is an inexact science, and this book makes only occasional attempts to convert past cash amounts into present-day equivalents, but changes in money’s value need always to be kept in mind.




Introduction

All writing projects have a starting point. This one began in the spring of 2020. Britain was in lockdown – our government’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic then spreading, as it seemed inexorably, all around the globe. ‘Stay Home’, we were told. So that’s what we did, my wife Evelyn and I, both of us in our seventies and thus in the age group thought especially at risk. We lived at that time in Kirkhill, a village nine miles out of Inverness, where, in better days, we were regular visitors. For months, we didn’t go there. Nor, other than rarely, did we go to Beauly, four miles distant and a place where, before lockdown, we did a lot of shopping. Instead, we hunkered down, taking the one daily walk allowed by lockdown regulations, relying on grocery deliveries, making frequent use of the technologies that made it possible for us to talk with, and to see, our son and daughter and their families.

Usually, we were busy. Now, we weren’t. Evelyn, who once made lots of her own clothes, got out her sewing machine and (in accordance with officially endorsed instructions) turned out three-layered facemasks that we sent to family and friends. I had vegetable plots to cultivate and get in order. But what else, I wondered, might I be about? Perhaps because family had seldom seemed to matter quite so much, I turned to family history.

This was something that both Evelyn and I had dabbled in sporadically for years – for decades, in my case. Stowed away in a cupboard were lever-arch files containing the results of our enquiries. There was no end of stuff in these: birth certificates, marriage certificates, death certificates; notes of conversations with older relatives who’d since died; correspondence with those same, and other, relatives; newspaper cuttings; documents supplied by organisations Evelyn had contacted . . . All that and more besides.

I was no stranger to historical research. So, starting with what we’d already got, I set about shaping a narrative. Soon it was apparent that my narrative had gaps – huge gaps. How to fill them? There was no way of accessing the libraries and other facilities so critical to my previous forays into history, but the internet remained available. And in relation to the task I’d set myself, the internet is key. Website upon website deals with family history. Much the most critical of these in a Scottish context is Scotland’s People. Here are records of births, marriages and deaths since 1855, when such records began to be kept by government. Here too are the similar (though less comprehensive) records kept by the Church of Scotland at parish level – records stemming, in some instances, from the eighteenth century and earlier. Here, in addition, are census returns, taxation data and much else.

Soon I’d become immersed in the task of tracking down my own and Evelyn’s ancestors: great-grandparents, great-great-grandparents, great-great-great-grandparents. For all the peculiar satisfaction that’s to be got from constructing lines of descent, I wanted to do more than put names to individuals from 100, 200, even 300 years ago, and that wasn’t easy. As this book’s title indicates, the folk I aimed to say something about were working people. Not all of them could write, and those who could weren’t in the habit of keeping diaries or writing and preserving lengthy letters. The materials biographers habitually rely on, then, were non-existent. What I could attempt to do, however, was place our forebears in as wide as possible a setting. Something could be said about where they lived, how they lived, what they did, why so many of them moved from one place to another. Something could be said, too, about how they were impacted, as they definitely were, by the agricultural, industrial and other upheavals that have so transformed Scotland during the last three centuries.

Again, the internet was helpful, not least the ever-expanding British Newspaper Archive, running to many millions of pages and containing back issues of hundreds of different publications. Increasingly, too, as lockdown eased, I’d add to my discoveries by way of visits to local and national archives. Other travels took Evelyn and me to the widely separated locations where our ancestors came from – travels made easier, in the case of trips to more southerly parts of Scotland, by us having moved post-lockdown to a small town near Glasgow.

But do they matter, these people – none of whom were, from a conventional perspective, of any consequence historically? Why take an interest in men who were quarriers, stonemasons, crofters, carpenters, seamen, coachmen, shepherds, farm labourers, deer stalkers, soldiers, tinsmiths, bleachers, railway construction navvies, plumbers and gamekeepers? Why dwell on women who were domestic servants, power loom weavers, steam laundry workers, calico packers, housewives, mothers? Why give space to children who died as babies of just a few weeks?

My answer to those questions is this book. My aim has been to rescue those children, women and men – connected only by Evelyn or me being in some way related to them – from what a fine historian, Edward P. Thompson, called ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’. Mostly, people of the sort whose stories are told here are written about, if written about at all, as anonymous members of an undifferentiated mass: a workforce, an occupational group, a demographic, a social or economic class. This book is intended to give them back at least a little of their individuality.

Some of what follows is tentative. I make more use than my writings have previously made of words like maybe, possibly, perhaps – and I haven’t, I’m certain, got everything right. But if I’ve managed to construct a memorial, however inadequate, to folk most histories leave nameless, then I’ll have done what I set out to do.




1

‘We are the D-Day Dodgers’

Duror • Aberdeen • Fintray

1

A summer’s morning in the late 1950s. I’m maybe ten or 11 years old. I’m with my father. We’re seated on a hillside on the south side of Glen Duror and in the glen’s upper reaches. We’re here because from this vantage point it’s possible to scan a big chunk of the forest that covers Glen Duror’s northerly slopes to a height of around a thousand feet. Over there, above the treeline, the ground rises steeply to the 3,360-foot summit of Beinn a’ Bheithir. It’s a horseshoe-shaped hill, and Glen Duror curves around a segment of the horseshoe’s outer rim. This means that, from where we’re seated, we’re looking out on a part of Beinn a’ Bheithir that can’t be seen from further down the glen or from the homes and farms scattered across the lower ground the glen opens on to.

Those homes and farms constitute the little settlement of Duror. That’s where we live – my father, my mother, my mother’s father, my sister and me – in a house called Ivybank. We set out from Ivybank, my father and I, not long after seven this morning. And so settled in my memory are the surroundings of the place where I grew up that, nearly 70 years on, I can conjure up our route in its entirety. We begin on the main road, wider and much busier today, that passes just a few feet from our home. We pass Old Mill, a roadside set of four adjoining cottages. Attached to the last of the four is a blacksmith’s workplace or smiddy that, abandoned for ten years or more, is showing signs of dereliction. At the smiddy, we make a right turn from the road and join a path. To our left, there’s a wide field. The wooded banks of Duror’s river are on our right. After a few hundred yards the field narrows. Here it’s hemmed in between the river and a higher piece of land. We glimpse, up there, the manse that’s occupied by Duror’s Church of Scotland minister. And then we’re on another road, a side road this time, one that takes us, by way of a bridge across our local railway line, to Achindarroch.

Way back, there was a cluster of homes here, but they were swept away and their place taken by Achindarroch Farm, which for many years had Achindarroch to itself. That time’s over now. The Achindarroch my father and I are approaching on this 1950s morning is Duror’s most bustling quarter. That’s down to the Forestry Commission. It’s been reshaping Achindarroch in all sorts of ways. Achindarroch’s whitewashed farmhouse and farm steadings are still here, but all around are the results of the Commission’s landscape-altering activities.

Not far from the farmhouse is the home occupied by Duror’s head forester. He’s in charge of Glen Duror Forest and, as even youngsters like me know, this makes him one of Duror’s more important residents. That’s underlined by his always being seen in what amounts to his Forestry Commission uniform: a Commission-supplied tweed suit with, at its jacket’s collars, the red flashes and gleaming metal crowns that underline his status. Duror’s head forester, those crowns show, derives his authority not just from the Forestry Commission, a government agency, but from the government itself.

A couple of hundred yards past Achindarroch Farm, and set back a little from the road, is what we call ‘the forestry office’. Screened by a line of trees, its exterior consists of green-painted corrugated iron. Inside are rooms occupied daily by the head forester, his assistant and their secretary. This is where at stopping time on Friday afternoons the 30-plus folk who work in Glen Duror Forest line up to get their weekly wages handed to them. But this morning my father and I don’t pause here. Nor at what’s called ‘the nursery’, a fenced-in plot where the Commission raised the thousands of seedlings that, when planted out on what was previously a mostly treeless Beinn a’ Bheithir, became Glen Duror Forest. We’re inside the forest boundary now. And here, turning off the road and dropping down, we get to the end of what, as I’ll discover, is to be just the first of our day’s several treks.

Around us now are buildings. Some of those are red-roofed ‘forestry houses’ of a sort the Forestry Commission, here and elsewhere, has provided for employees and their families. Others are sheds of different ages, shapes and sizes. One of those sheds, half open to the air and smelling pungently of new-cut spruce, is the Commission’s Duror sawmill. It’s operated by my uncle Jackie, my mother’s younger brother. On other days I’ve watched my uncle guide log after log through this mill – its circular and scarily unguarded saw blade screechingly transforming those logs into boards, fenceposts and other items. But today I’ll not be lingering here. Today my father and I have other business on hand.

In the gravelled square outside the sawmill, we wait for what’s known to everyone in Duror as ‘the forestry lorry’, a locally based Commission truck. This is a multi-purpose vehicle. It can be loaded with timber, fencing wire, fertiliser and other cargoes. But there can also be slid on to it a hut-like shelter made from lightweight metal sheeting and equipped with wooden benches. A bunch of people can be squeezed in there.

The lorry’s already in the forest, where it’s dropping off work parties. Our having missed its departure doesn’t matter, my father explains, because the direction the lorry’s taken isn’t the direction he plans to take us. So we wait for the lorry’s reappearance. When it arrives, we clamber up beside its driver, who lives in one of the nearby forestry houses and whose three sons are among my fellow pupils in Duror’s primary school.

‘Where are we headed for?’ the driver asks.

‘The Concrete Bridge,’ my father says. This is a Glen Duror Forest landmark. Virtually all the many bridges in the forest have timber decks laid on steel girders, but the bridge that’s our destination, a bridge that’s newer than the rest, is constructed from reinforced concrete. So when you say you’re going to the Concrete Bridge, there can’t be any doubt as to your meaning.

My father, Donald Hunter, is the Forestry Commission’s trapper in Glen Duror Forest. His job is to dispose of animals that damage conifers of the sort the Commission has long made its stock in trade. The most damaging of those animals are red deer. And it’s red deer my father’s going looking for today. That’s why he’s carrying the rifle he slots, butt down, between his knees as we install ourselves in the forestry lorry’s cab. I’m seated next to the door and its half wound-down window. Wedged between me and my father is my father’s dog. Much of my father’s success in his job depends on having this dog always with him – as will be shown by what takes place today. For now, he’s sitting up and, like me, peering through the lorry’s windscreen. I run a hand along his back. His parentage, I know, is Border terrier on one side, fox terrier on the other. He’s small and wiry-haired and energetic. He’s called Roy.

The Concrete Bridge is maybe three miles from Achindarroch, not much more than a mile or two short of what my father calls ‘the head of the glen’. That’s where Glen Duror ends in a broad expanse of marsh and hillocks. It’s also where Glen Duror merges into Gleann an Fhiodh which, like Glen Duror, is wrapped around a part of the Beinn a’ Bheithir horseshoe. Gleann an Fhiodh slopes down to Ballachulish, eight miles north of Duror by way of the road our home stands on. When I’m in my teens, I’ll more than once walk back to Ivybank from Ballachulish along a Gleann an Fhiodh footpath that links up eventually with Glen Duror Forest’s network of Commission-constructed roads.

This network is extensive and each of its component roads is named. Most reflect their location, but not all. There’s a Burma Road, for instance. So called, I guess, in commemoration of a military campaign in what, when Duror’s Burma Road took shape, was a British colony that, some years after its independence, became known as Myanmar. But Burma Road’s not on our route this morning. We’re sticking with Glen Road, the forest’s major highway, extending all the way from Achindarroch to Glen Duror’s meeting point with Gleann an Fhiodh.

Glen Road parallels Duror’s river. The Water of Duror, as this stream’s called on 250-year-old maps I’ll one day have occasion to consult, flows swiftly down the glen to Achindarroch. There its flow slows a little and, its course switching from a north-westerly to a south-westerly direction, it runs close to Ivybank prior to emptying itself into the sea at Cuil Bay, much the most frequented stretch of Duror’s lengthy shoreline. From the forestry lorry as it chugs along Glen Road, there are glimpses of the river; glimpses, too, of what’s beyond it. Over there, on the southern side of Glen Duror, the ground rises sharply to the summit of a hill called Fraochaidh. At just under 3,000 feet, it’s not quite a match for Beinn a’ Bheithir. In winter, however, it often catches more snow than its neighbour. For long enough, as a result, I was inclined to think, mistakenly, that Fraochaidh was the higher of the two.

My father, Roy and I quit the forestry lorry at a spot where, from Glen Road, it’s no more than a minute or so’s walk to the Concrete Bridge. The bridge takes us across the River Duror. Growing up in Ivybank, where this same river’s lower reaches were just yards away, I’d spent ages playing on its shores and splashing about in its shallows. What I always called ‘the river’, as if there were no other, was where I’d sailed toy boats, made dams, and caught new-hatched and inch-long trout in jam jars. Perhaps that’s why, when first taken up Glen Duror by my father, nothing I saw was quite so captivating as my initial glimpses of a river that, up here, was so much smaller than the one I’d always known. Left to my own devices, I’d have happily hung around the Concrete Bridge all day, exploring the River Duror’s headwaters – exploring, too, the other watercourse of almost equal size that joins the river just yards downstream from the bridge.

Flowing out of Coire Dearg, a bowl-shaped hollow east of Fraochaidh, this hill burn (as all such streams are called in Scotland) was a 1950s boundary of some significance. The area to its west and north-west wasn’t then in Forestry Commission ownership. It was, as it had been for centuries, part of a Duror farm called Acharn and was given over to that farm’s sheep.* East of the burn, however, the Commission had already got a foothold. When that foothold was obtained, I can’t be sure, but this sector of Glen Duror Forest, the sector accessed from Glen Road by way of the Concrete Bridge, was newer than the rest. This meant its trees were younger. As such they were more prone to deer-inflicted mutilation.

Some of this my father showed me as we tramped steadily uphill. Here and there were small trees that had their tops bitten off, likely during spells of wintry weather when no other vegetation could be seen above deep snow. Here and there, too, were taller trees stripped bare of bark and branches by red deer stags. That happened, my father said, as a result of a stag’s new-grown antlers (and deer antlers grow afresh each year) being coated, to begin with, in a lichen-like substance known as ‘velvet’. When each new set of antlers reach maturity, this covering begins to fall away. Stags can speed up that process by thrusting their antlers into a tree still young and flexible enough to serve as a makeshift brush or scourer. Trees treated in this way, my father said, were unlikely to recover.

Proof of this can readily be seen as we make our way through the forest. Mostly we walk along the grassy belts or ‘rides’ that separate forest blocks or ‘compartments’ from each other, and eventually we get above the treeline. A good deal of Glen Duror is visible from here. So we sit down in order, as my father puts it, to look around and see what’s to be seen. ‘But first,’ my father says, ‘a cup of tea.’

The tea comes from a vacuum flask, one of two my father carries in a canvas satchel slung across his shoulder. I say satchel, but that’s not really what it is. It’s a gas-mask carrier, one of a vast number manufactured in Britain during the Second World War and now selling in so-called army-surplus stores for no more than a couple of shillings. In a year or two’s time, when I begin to attend Oban High School, where I’ll get my secondary education, I’ll lug around my books and notebooks in a gas-mask carrier. They’re next best to universal in Forestry Commission circles, being compartmentalised in such a way as to make them ideal receptacles for the paper-wrapped sandwiches and tea-filled flasks that Commission workers need to see them through the day.

The gas-mask carrier isn’t the only piece of military surplus gear my father sets down on the grass beside us – his rifle’s in much the same category. A ‘three-o-three’, my father calls it. That, he’s told me, is a reference to its .303 calibre – its barrel’s diameter expressed as a fraction (just under a third) of an inch. What I won’t find out until much later is that the rifle, a Lee-Enfield, was one of millions – the Lee-Enfield .303 having been throughout the Second World War, and for a long time previously, the British army’s standard firearm.

The Forestry Commission was one day to provide its trappers (who were, by then, called rangers) with more sophisticated, higher-powered sporting rifles, equipped with telescopic sights, but back then, to 1950s trappers like my father, the Commission issued only Lee-Enfield .303s. Those rifles, to be sure, had been refurbished. To make them lighter, for example, their hardwood stocks had been slimmed down; their ten-round magazines had been replaced with five-round versions; their now redundant bayonet-fixings had been taken away completely. Nothing of this, I should make clear, was known to me until I started to research this book, but given what I’ve learned, I wonder if my father thought at all about the fact that, as a Forestry Commission trapper, he set out to work most mornings with what was recognisably a weapon of the sort he’d carried when a soldier. Perhaps he did. Perhaps he didn’t. As with so many other queries that arise when looking into family history, today there’s no way to find out.

My father’s mentions of his military service were few and far between. When a boy, I’d hear him speak sometimes about particular experiences, but those, in his telling, were standalone episodes. How they fitted into his time with the army – how they connected with the wider story of the Second World War – was never made explicit. Might I, when older, have quizzed my father with a view to getting him to speak a little more about the war and about its impact on him? Yes. But much to my regret I never did. Not until many years after his death, having obtained a copy of his service record and having managed to decipher this record’s mass of nowadays obscure abbreviations, was I able to form some impression of how my father’s war unfolded.

He’d been called up or conscripted not long after his 20th birthday in the spring of 1940. His enlistment, he was informed in a phrase culled from legislation rushed through parliament just after Britain’s war with Nazi Germany began in 1939, would last ‘for the duration of the emergency’. This, in my father’s case, would turn out to mean six years. Much of this lengthy period would be spent overseas – in the Faroe Islands, Egypt, Italy and Greece.

Presumably because he lived in Duror, then (though it is no longer) in the county of Argyll and thus a place that had longstanding links with the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, my father was ordered to report, in the first instance, to that regiment’s Stirling headquarters. There, however, he learned that he’d be serving not with the Argylls, as they were known, but with a different Highland regiment, the Lovat Scouts. Their training centre was located at Fort George, near Inverness, where my father and other newly enlisted Lovat Scouts troopers (a designation arising from the Scouts having been for a time a mounted regiment) were accommodated in stone-built, cheerless barracks dating from the eighteenth century.

By the close of 1940, my father was in Faroe. How this came about and what my father felt about his time there were topics I’d touch on in print in 1977. I was then a journalist on the staff of the Press and Journal, an Aberdeen-based newspaper, and in that capacity I’d been offered a trip to Faroe courtesy of a newly inaugurated ferry service between the Caithness port of Scrabster and Tórshavn, the Faroese capital. In 1970s Faroe, I reported, anyone having ties (however tenuous) with the Lovat Scouts was guaranteed a warm welcome:


When, in the early part of 1940, Germany invaded Denmark, the British government decided to take over [Danish-ruled] Faroe to stop the Nazis acquiring a strategically vital North Atlantic base for their aircraft and submarines. Which is how I first came to hear of Faroe. My father, in those days, was a trooper in the Lovat Scouts. And the Lovat Scouts constituted the British occupation force. His subsequent service . . . my father would, I think, prefer to forget. But Faroe he remembers with affection, and still talks about the kindness and the friendliness of the Faroese.

I mentioned this family connection with the islands to one or two people in Faroe soon after my arrival, expecting that [the British occupation having ended long before] they would make a few polite noises and move on to other topics. ‘The Lovat Scouts!’ they exclaimed. ‘The Lovat Scouts!’ And immediately they launched into memories of soldiers, Lovat Scout pipe bands and all things Scottish. The next few days brought dozens of repeat performances. For this regimental name – scarcely known now, I suspect, to most Scots of my generation – is still a potent thing in Faroe.



My father’s stint in Faroe, his service record tells me, came to an end in the later part of 1942. Much of 1943 he spent back in Scotland, but by November of that year, and now with a different regiment, the Cameron Highlanders, he was aboard a troopship and en route for Egypt. Since the German forces that had earlier posed a serious threat to that country had by then been cleared not just from Egypt but from North Africa in its entirety, a long stay in that quarter might have been welcome. But in the event my father was in Egypt for no more than a few weeks. What came next was Italy and, more specifically, Cassino.

The little my father had to say about his earlier periods of army service took the form, very often, of travellers’ tales: watching a whale hunt in Faroe; throwing coins to children who swam around his troopship in Egypt’s Port Said – and being amazed at how those swimmers could dive down to the seabed to pick up every penny. There was, in contrast, an altogether darker tone to his occasional allusions to what it had been like to be caught up in what my reading tells me was one of the Second World War’s most hard-fought and most protracted battles.

In January 1944 British and Allied troops who’d been pushing north through Italy since the previous September came up against fortified positions that Italy’s German occupiers had put in place in order to stall any thrust towards Rome. Key to those positions, collectively comprising the so-called Gustav Line, was the monastery of Monte Cassino and the towering hilltop on which the monastery complex had been established more than a thousand years before. It was to take four months to secure the monastery and break the Gustav Line, and it was next to impossible to deploy tanks and other heavy armour in such mountainous terrain, so the fighting at Cassino consisted of repeated infantry-led and casualty-prone assaults, mounted, for the most part, in atrocious weather. For my father, whose Cameron Highlanders battalion was attached to the British Indian Army’s 4th Division, and whose frontline comrades thus included Ghurka, Punjabi, Sikh and other contingents from Britain’s Indian possessions, Cassino was the low point of his war. That much I gathered even when a boy.

Always, it seemed, it had been raining. Except when it snowed. Mud and filth were constants, as, increasingly, was illness. An absence of both roads and bridges meant that supplies (food, ammunition, everything) could reach the frontline only on the backs of mules. Injuries and deaths were frequent, many of them resulting from what’s described today as ‘friendly fire’ – opposing positions being so close together that bombs meant for German targets could all too readily be dropped by Allied bomber crews on trenches held by their own side.

And, at last, when towards the end of May 1944 the now wrecked monastery was overrun and the long held-up advance on Rome resumed, this dearly bought success was instantly eclipsed by June’s D-Day landings in Normandy. Back in Britain, or so it began to be rumoured among survivors of Cassino, people had taken to describing them as ‘D-Day Dodgers’; men who, instead of contributing to the liberation of Normandy and the rest of France, were having an altogether easy time in Italy. Cassino veterans responded with a song – one I’d now and then hear my father sing. It starts mockingly, sardonically:


We are the D-Day Dodgers, out in Italy,

Always on the vino, always on the spree.



A closing verse, however, is as bitter as it’s poignant:


Look around the hillsides, through the mist and rain, 
See the scattered crosses, some that bear no name. 
Heartbreak and toil and suffering gone, 
The boys beneath, they slumber on. 
They are the D-Day Dodgers, who’ll stay in Italy.



Even after Cassino, the Italian campaign was no war of rapid movement, ground being gained only slowly, not least in Tuscany, which the Cameron Highlanders had reached by the summer of 1944. I’d one day spend two or three holidays in that part of Italy. Much of its attractiveness stems from its undulating landscape. But to see that landscape was, in my case, to remember something I’d heard my father say: Always there was a hill. Always that hill was held by Germans. Always it took effort to dislodge them. And always, just beyond this hill, there’d be another.

So it continued until November 1944, when, along with the rest of the 4th Indian Division, my father was transferred to Greece. In the wake of a German withdrawal from that corner of Europe, British troops were required, it was said, to keep order. What this meant, it transpired, was taking such action as might be necessary to ensure that Greece didn’t come under the control of Communist-led partisans who, having helped see off their country’s Nazi invaders, were looking to have a decisive role in what came next. This Greek deployment was (and continues to be) controversial because it resulted in British soldiers confronting men seen previously as allies. To be in Greece, however, was much less hazardous than to be in Italy, where fierce fighting would continue until Nazi Germany’s May 1945 capitulation. From my father’s perspective, then, his move to Greece surely came as a relief. He’d be there – in Athens to begin with and then in Thessalonika – until, with his eventual release from the army in the late summer of 1946, he came home to Duror, where he was soon to start work with the Forestry Commission.

My father’s military service is far behind him when he and I take up position at the elevated spot that serves as one of his Glen Duror observation posts. I’ve been here with him before. Once we watched as, down below, a wild cat – as big as any he’d seen, my father said – strolled across some open ground. That was unusual, wild cats being mostly nocturnal. More common are sightings of the golden eagles that nest, my father tells me, at the back of Sgòrr Dhònuill, one of Beinn a’ Bheithir’s two peaks. That’s the peak that can be seen from down in Duror. Up here, not far from the head of the glen, we’re looking out on a part of Beinn a’ Bheithir that, until my father thought me old enough to be able to keep pace with him for the duration of a working day, I’d not set eyes on. Beinn a’ Bheithir, viewed from Duror, is rugged and rocky, its face gouged by deep gullies. The hillside that we’re looking out on now, the hillside crowned by Beinn a’ Bheithir’s highest peak, Sgòrr Dhearg, is a quite different-looking mix of grassy slopes and screes. This Beinn a’ Bheithir intrigues me. We’re not many miles from home, but I feel I’m in new territory.

Our tea break over, my father’s scanning our surroundings with the help of his telescope. Soon he picks out a red deer stag. He tells me where to look. The stag’s on the Beinn a’ Bheithir side of the glen, just below the forest boundary fence, in a little grassy area that, for some reason, has been left clear of trees. Ten years on, when my schooling’s over and I’ve gone to university, I’ll be wearing spectacles, but my eyesight for the moment is first class – so good, my father tells me, that he envies it. So, without resorting to my father’s telescope, I can see the stag that, I gather, we’re about to go after. My father picks up his rifle. Roy comes obediently to heel. And off we set.

Such breeze as there is, and there isn’t much, is blowing from the west. To keep downwind of the stag, we move deeper into the glen. We cross the river – here no more than a rivulet – well upstream from the Concrete Bridge. We cross Glen Road not far from the road’s terminus. We strike uphill through the wood – Glen Duror Forest always being ‘the wood’ to everyone who works in it. I’m under strict instructions to say nothing. To keep a little way behind my father. To take care where I place my feet.*

We reach the wood’s upper edge and turn left. We’re now on the open strip between the forest and its enclosing fence. My father’s moving slowly, keeping low. Turning, he puts a finger to his lips and beckons me to creep forwards. When I’m beside him, he points. Not very far in front of us is a bit of a ridge. The stag’s just beyond it. All that’s visible is the upper foot or so of its antlers. They’re not moving. My father puts his mouth close to my ear. The stag, he whispers, has lain down. We can’t, it seems, get any closer. We’re waiting for the stag to rise.

How long we stay there, I don’t know. At the time it feels like ages. Roy’s beside me. There’s not so much as a whimper from him, but he’s quivering with excitement. Then suddenly there’s movement. Perhaps an eddy in the wind’s direction has taken our scent to the stag. Perhaps it’s been spooked by something else entirely. Whatever the explanation, the stag is rising in alarm, getting on to its legs and making away in one rushed movement. My father fires his rifle. Not least because we’ve kept so silent, the noise, to me, seems shattering. The stag’s gone. So is Roy. He’s following the stag downhill and through the wood. We hear his barking getting steadily more distant.

My father pulls back his rifle’s bolt and ejects a spent cartridge case. I pick up the case and put it in my pocket. Again we’re moving forward. Where the stag was lying is obvious from a patch of flattened grass. Nearby there’s a splash of bright red blood. The shot – at a moving target – had been a difficult one, but my father’s bullet has gone home. And like all Commission-issued rifle ammunition, this .303 bullet, though jacketed in a hard metal casing, is hollow-nosed and lead-tipped. Bullets of this sort expand on impact. That makes any wound more devastating, more likely to be fatal. The stag, my father says, won’t have gone far.*

We head downhill. We reach Glen Road and, knowing from Roy’s earlier barking that this is the way to go, we turn right. Again we see a splash of blood. The stag, it seems, has been this way. Then, coming towards us, is Roy. His tail’s up. He’s got an air of knowing he’s doing a good job and is now, in a sense, in charge. He stops, turns, heads back the way he’s come – pausing every few yards to look over his shoulder as if to check we’re keeping up. We reach the turn-off for the Concrete Bridge. Roy heads in that direction. Getting to the bridge, we see the stag. It’s lying just yards from the bridge and in the burn I mentioned earlier, the one flowing out of Coire Dearg. The poor beast, my father says later, may have thought that to stretch out in running water would be to ease its pain. He ends the stag’s agony by slitting its throat. Next, dragging it to the burn’s bank, he sets about the gralloch – opening up the stag and removing its internal organs.*

All sorts of stringently enforced rules and regulations will one day govern what’s done with a shot deer intended for human consumption. None of these are in force in the Glen Duror of the 1950s. Our newly gralloched stag will be picked up by the forestry lorry, thrown into a shed at Achindarroch and collected, perhaps after days on the shed floor, by the company that buys from the Forestry Commission the deer Commission trappers kill. I’ve asked my father what happens to those deer. Who knows? he says. He suspects, or so he says, that they’re minced into filling for what are called Scotch pies. That’s why, he adds half seriously, Scotch pies are best avoided

The gralloch complete, we sit by the River Duror and ‘take our piece’ – a phrase that translates as ‘eat our sandwiches’. They were made by my mother. They’re filled with bacon fried that morning in our kitchen. My plan is to wash them down with what’s called Creamola Foam. This is a powdered soft drink that comes in small, tightly lidded cans. My father produces one of those cans from his gas-mask carrier. I lever off its lid and spoon some of its contents into an enamelled mug prior to filling the mug with water from the Coire Dearg burn – faster flowing than the river and reckoned, therefore, to be cleaner.

Before we begin our long walk home, I take charge briefly of my father’s old and slightly battered telescope. Its outer cylinder, from which three smaller cylinders extend when it’s in use, is wrapped around by a protective layer of leather. The interior cylinders, pulled out and adjusted to get the clearest possible image, are made of brass. The telescope’s field of view is smaller than the field of view provided by binoculars, but it offers greater clarity, greater magnification. To have this telescope by you is to have the capacity to identify all sorts of objects, deer included, at great distances.

The telescope fascinates me. My father, I know, inherited it from his father, my Hunter grandfather, who died in 1955. But how had my grandfather come by it? My father isn’t sure, so I’ve constructed my own account of the telescope’s origins.

One of his ancestors, my father says, was a ship’s captain. The captain’s name, when he lived, what sort of ship he was in charge of – nobody seems to know. But because my head is full of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, one of my favourite books and one I’ve read repeatedly, I visualise this elusive forebear as a more trustworthy version of Long John Silver. His ship is, of course, a sailing ship, all topsails, royals, topgallants, mizzenmasts and capstans. To skipper and to navigate such a ship you’d need a telescope – the very telescope, I tell myself, I’m looking through while seated by Glen Duror’s Concrete Bridge.

My attempt to solve the mystery of who first owned my father’s telescope was, you could say, an early venture into family history, but owing more to imagination than to fact, it didn’t take me very far. Perhaps, I’d later come to think, the captain story would forever be just that – a story destined to remain unverifiable. But there I was wrong. The ship’s captain, I’ve discovered, can be named. Called John Cumming, he was born around 1780 in the isle of Arran. He was my great-great-great-grandfather.
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Looking into the past begins with searching for information about the topic in hand. I first set out to do this in the early 1970s. I’d taken a degree in history at the University of Aberdeen and was now at the University of Edinburgh. There I was researching and writing a thesis that would become my first book, The Making of the Crofting Community. This centred on how this population, which had for so long been at the mercy of landlords who’d removed many thousands of families to make way for sheep, managed to secure the legal concessions, notably security of tenure, that made further removals impossible. Obtaining those concessions wasn’t easy. Crofters had to be mobilised. Both landlords and the British government had to be forced to give ground. Giving shape and direction to this push for betterment was an organisation called the Highland Land Law Reform Association (HLLRA) or, as it would afterwards become, the Highland Land League. The HLLRA and its thousands-strong membership were at their most influential in the mid 1880s, and to get some insight into how they operated I turned to newspapers of that period. Especially valuable were the few papers whose editors threw their weight behind the HLLRA. Much the most important of those papers was the Oban Times.

Launched in the 1860s, this weekly publication was, to begin with, firmly conservative in tone. That changed in the early 1880s when the Oban Times, now under new ownership and with a remarkably young editor, became a fearless backer of crofters and their allies. This had the (by no means unintentional) effect of greatly boosting the paper’s sales, not just in its Argyll heartland but all across the West Highlands and throughout the Hebrides. Everywhere in that area, the Oban Times became, and would for many years remain, most people’s principal source of local news. Much of that news was supplied by the paper’s hugely extensive network of contributors. Their role was to ensure that, week in week out, readers in even the smallest of rural and island communities could find a few lines about the latest happenings in their neighbourhood.

When I devoted a couple of weeks to looking through back numbers of the Oban Times during my 1970s research, those weeks were spent in Oban. This was a town I’d known since childhood; a town I’d travelled to daily when attending its secondary school. Now back temporarily in Duror, I was making that daily journey again, heading not for Oban High School but for the splendid seafront building, constructed in 1883, where the Oban Times was headquartered. There I was installed in an upstairs room with a grand view of Oban Bay. Supplied with mugs of tea but otherwise left to my own devices, I had unrestricted access to the bulky volumes containing carefully preserved copies of each and every issue of the paper. Day after day I turned page after page after page. Their feel, smell and yellowing appearance are still lodged in my memory. So is the buzz I got from my realisation that those same pages, dating from the nineteenth century and densely packed with print, contained all sorts of insights into the actions and motivations of men and women who were prepared to confront their landlords, the police, even the military, in the course of what they saw, correctly, as a campaign for justice.

My 1970s enquiries took me to the editorial offices of the Oban Times because, back then, the only way of discovering what long-ago newspapers had to say about particular happenings was to seek out surviving runs of those same papers. Today things are different. I sit at my desk, turn on my computer, log on to the British Newspaper Archive (BNA) and, seconds later, bring up Oban Times pages I last glimpsed more than 50 years ago. Instead of simply hoping to spot items of interest to me, I can today zero in on a single year, a single month or a single week and, thanks to the BNA’s finding aids, highlight every reference to the place, person or subject I want to know more about.

When, for example, I turn to the Oban Times of 1947 and search for mentions of Duror, up pops this paragraph:


DUROR:- A wedding of local interest was solemnised [on 6 August] in the Mart Hotel, Oban, the contracting parties being Miss Jeannie Cameron . . . and Mr Donald Hunter . . . The bride, who was given away by her father, looked charming in a white lace dress and veil and [carried] a bouquet of crimson roses . . . The officiating clergyman was Rev Angus MacFadyen, Duror. After the usual toasts, the company sat down to lunch and were afterwards entertained by some of the guests. The young couple [then] left for their honeymoon, the bride wearing a coat and skirt of fawn trimmed with brown.



The history exams I sat in Aberdeen featured brief extracts from past writings. These might have been taken from medieval chronicles, diplomatic dispatches, parliamentary speeches, a politician’s diary or any one of a thousand other sources. What examiners wanted was some analysis of each such extract together with reflections on how this extract illuminated the period it stemmed from. And while the Oban Times story I’ve quoted (a story that would have been submitted to the paper by its Duror correspondent) is unlikely ever to feature in a history exam, much the same questions can be asked of it. At one level, it’s a straightforward account of the day that Jean or Jeannie Cameron, soon to be my mother, became (in a then standard formulation) Mrs Donald Hunter. But probe a little deeper and you discover some insights into the wider circumstances of the time.

Perhaps the first thing to be learned is that my parents’ wedding was, by more recent standards, a decidedly low-key affair. This didn’t make it unusual. Prior to the twentieth century, and even well into that century, few Scottish marriages (despite their being conducted by clergymen) happened in church. Typically, they took place in the bride’s home. Even when weddings (many still lacking a church component) began to be held in hotels and other venues of that sort, as became more common after 1900, no great amount of partying was necessarily involved. Nor was there, anyway, much scope for lavish ceremonial in the Scotland or Britain of 1947. That’s not made explicit in the Oban Times paragraph I’ve quoted, but it’s clear from a letter sent to me in the 1990s by my aunt Isabel, who’d married my sawmiller uncle in 1943 and who’d helped my mother prepare for her wedding. ‘When your mum and dad married,’ my aunt wrote, ‘clothes were on coupons, so your mum wore my sister Rena’s wedding dress.’

The coupons Isabel mentioned were a product of the rationing regime made necessary by wartime scarcity that lasted throughout the 1940s. Confined initially to foodstuffs, it was extended to clothing in 1941. Anyone looking to buy footwear, jackets, blouses, scarves, trousers and a host of other items now had to produce a Clothing Coupon Book and, in addition to paying a cash price, hand over a stipulated number of the tokens or coupons it contained. To begin with, everyone was allocated 66 coupons annually, but this was cut to 48 in 1943. Then in 1946, when, despite the return of peace, Britain’s government was wrestling with the need to put a near-bankrupt country back on its feet financially, the coupon allowance was slashed to 24.

What this meant in practice is evident from advertisements carried by the Oban Times of 1947. Acquiring a skirt might necessitate the surrender of eight coupons – a third of the annual total. Two more coupons might go on ‘Fleecy Woolen Bed Socks’, costing just under four shillings a pair. And though a pair of ‘Women’s Byre Boots’, for ‘dairy or kitchen’ use, could be got for 16 shillings and sixpence, they’d also set you back a further seven coupons. Though she’d grown up on a farm, my mother, by the 1940s, had neither a cowshed nor cows to attend to and is unlikely, therefore, to have been in the market for byre boots. Nor would bed socks have been a priority. But she’d have had plenty of clothing purchases to make. It’s easy, then, to understand why (in deference to the then Ministry of Information’s endlessly repeated instruction to ‘Make Do And Mend’) my mother opted for a second-hand, and thus coupon-free, wedding dress.

A rigidly enforced austerity was inescapable in 1947. What my parents’ wedding lunch consisted of, I don’t know, but given that ‘consumption of meals in hotels and restaurants’ was subject, like so much else, to regulation and restriction, the bill of fare is unlikely to have been generous. That, to be sure, wouldn’t have stopped folk enjoying themselves. And despite the Oban Times providing no clues as to who they were, I’m certain that the guests who ‘entertained . . . the company’ would have included my father’s two sisters, Mary and Nan. Both were first-rate singers and (as is evident from Oban Times reports of ceilidhs and concerts in different parts of the West Highlands) accomplished public performers. Nan, just 20 in 1947, went on in 1954 to become a gold medallist at Scotland’s premier festival of Gaelic music, the National Mòd. Whatever else was lacking at that Mart Hotel wedding, there would have been no scarcity of songs. Guests would have headed home from Oban, I reckon, well content with what they’d heard.

Their contentment, however, might have been dented if, on getting home, they’d turned on their wireless sets to catch the six o’clock or nine o’clock news bulletin on the BBC Home Service. Leading those bulletins were reports of the day’s proceedings at Westminster, where, just when my father and mother’s wedding was getting to the entertainment stage, Britain’s prime minister, Clement Attlee, had been telling MPs that their constituents were about to be subjected to still more privation. Repayments were falling due on loans advanced to the UK by the American government, the prime minister said, and Britain’s currency reserves were draining away. Exports, he went on, had to be boosted; imports, including food imports, had to be reduced. Ever more stringent rationing had thus become essential. The bacon ration, already cut from three to two ounces per person per week, would shortly be cut to two ounces per fortnight. The tea ration of two and a half ounces a week would go down to two ounces. The one shilling and twopence people were permitted to spend weekly on butcher meat would be reduced to a shilling. ‘This is a situation as serious as any that has faced us in our long history,’ Clement Attlee would afterwards tell the British people in the course of a prime ministerial broadcast. Though Jean Cameron and Donald Hunter couldn’t have foreseen this latest of several postwar crises when booking the Mart Hotel for Wednesday, 6 August 1947, they clearly hadn’t chosen the most propitious of days on which to start their married lives.
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Both my father and my mother were incomers to Duror. My father got there first, arriving in November 1928 with his parents and his five siblings at the end of a 50-mile journey from Portsonachan in the middle part of Argyll and on the shores of Loch Awe. There, Flora Hunter, my father’s mother and my grandmother, had been in charge as sole teacher of Portsonachan’s school. It was also where my father was born, and where James, or Jimmy, Hunter, Flora’s husband, my father’s father and the grandfather for whom I’m named, had been a ghillie and a boatman. Now Flora was taking over Duror Primary School, another single-teacher establishment, and installing her husband and children in Duror’s schoolhouse. Built in the 1870s, at the same time as the adjoining school, this substantial home had ever since been accommodating Duror’s teachers. Now it was to be occupied by Flora, Jimmy, and their four sons and two daughters.

Portsonachan, it seems, had been sorry to see the Hunters go. Reporting on the evening gathering at which Portsonachan residents said their goodbyes to their teacher, the Oban Times was in no doubt about the ‘regret . . . felt by parents and others’ on hearing about the departure of a ‘schoolmistress’ who’d ‘won the confidence, respect and affection of all’. Presenting Flora with ‘a gold wristlet watch’, bought with funds raised by the Portsonachan community, George Marjoribanks of Sonachan House was warmly complimentary. ‘He had heard . . . nothing but praise for Mrs Hunter and the influence for good she had exercised,’ Mr Marjoribanks said. ‘He thought the people of Duror were exceedingly fortunate in having secured the services of such a teacher.’

That opinion, however, wasn’t shared universally in Duror. Argyll Education Authority had agreed on 4 October 1928 that my grandmother should be appointed to the soon-to-be-vacant post of Duror’s teacher, and on this becoming known there were protests. Duror, it appears, had nothing against female teachers if those teachers were single. A married female teacher might be tolerated as long as she was childless. But a married female teacher with a family, especially a family as large as Flora’s, was regarded widely – in Duror at any rate – as beyond the pale. This was made clear in a letter to the Oban Times from ‘A Duror Parent’. ‘The teacher,’ this parent wrote of Flora Hunter, ‘is a married woman with a family.’ As such, it was suggested, she couldn’t possibly devote sufficient energy to her job. Indeed, or so it was implied, no mother of children should have a job of any kind – a sentiment that someone signing themselves ‘CTG’ would ‘heartily endorse’ in a subsequent issue of the Oban Times. It was wholly unacceptable, CTG thought, that teachers like Flora could ‘draw maximum salaries as well as having support from their husbands’.

Reflecting in the summer of 1929 on my grandmother’s first nine months in her new post, Argyll’s director of education commented that, though ‘protests were made locally against the appointment of a married woman’ as Duror’s teacher, the county’s education authority had ‘adhered to its decision’. For all that Flora would have welcomed her employers’ backing, she’s bound to have found it hard to cope with the mix of scepticism and hostility generated by her appointment.

‘Began duties at this school today,’ my grandmother noted in Duror Primary School’s logbook on Monday, 12 November 1928. ‘Five pupils out of twenty present.’ This was a vanishingly small attendance, and of the five who sat down at their desks in Duror’s one-room school, it’s likely that two were Flora Hunter’s own children – one of them my father, who, when he came to Duror, was just eight.

The Duror logbook, preserved today in Fort William’s Lochaber Archive Centre (and, in effect, a weekly journal of a sort that all Scotland’s head teachers were obliged to keep), reveals nothing of how my grandmother felt about what looks to have been a concerted effort to disrupt her first day as Duror’s teacher. But if the extent of the absenteeism confronting Flora Hunter that November Monday in 1928 was exceptional, there was nothing new about lots of Duror children failing to turn up for school. That’s apparent from a school inspector’s report of a visit he made to Duror in the summer of 1929. ‘Irregular attendance seems to have been a more or less permanent feature at this school over a series of years,’ the inspector wrote. ‘The present teacher,’ he commented of my grandmother, ‘has been here for less than a school session.’ Despite ‘carrying on the work with a fair measure of success’, she couldn’t be other than ‘badly handicapped’, the inspector thought, by what he described as a long-established pattern of behaviour on the part of a hefty proportion of Duror school pupils and their parents.

There was to be no overnight solution to this problem. ‘On Friday,’ runs a March 1930 entry in the Duror logbook, ‘six pupils were absent for no reason but to attend a ploughing match.’ There would be further such episodes and Argyll’s school attendance officer would more than once be deployed. Within a year or two of her arrival, however, Flora Hunter’s relationships with both her pupils and the wider Duror community were on an upward path. In a place where Gaelic (though gone from Duror today) was in regular use, my grandmother was helped, I think, by her fluency in that language – a fluency deriving from her upbringing, of which more later, in the then overwhelmingly Gaelic-speaking island of Tiree. Also helpful was Flora’s insistence on having music, both vocal and instrumental, treated as integral to her school’s curriculum. Soon there was said to be no more ‘popular event’ in Duror than ‘the [regular] children’s concert organised by Mrs Hunter’.

One consequence of those developments would surely have been a growing conviction on the part of the schoolhouse family that quitting Portsonachan had been a better move than it seemed when the prospect of my grandmother becoming Duror’s teacher was met with so much criticism.

But then, on a September Saturday in 1933, came tragedy. That afternoon brought back to Duror schoolhouse Flora and Jimmy’s eldest son, Johnny. He’d left home to take a job on the Ardsheil Estate some two or three miles north of Duror. There, Johnny was apprenticed to the estate’s head gardener. He had evidently made a good impression, being described as ‘an apt pupil in horticulture and an intelligent . . . and reliable worker’. At Ardsheil, Johnny was provided with somewhere to stay and, though his wages would have been far from generous, he’d managed to equip himself with a (doubtless second-hand) motorbike. It was on this motorbike that he’d come down to Duror to visit his parents, and perhaps take advantage of his mother’s cooking, prior to heading back up the road to Ardsheil.

What exactly caused Johnny Hunter’s return journey to end in disaster was never entirely clear, but less than a mile from the schoolhouse and not far from the memorial (then not much more than ten years old) to Duror men who’d been killed in the course of the First World War, Johnny collided with a car. Thrown from his motorbike, he suffered head and other injuries that left him lying unconscious by the roadside. Nearby householders rushed to help, and a nurse and doctor were summoned from Ballachulish. Their on-the-spot treatment having had no effect, it was decided that Johnny should be taken by car to the West Highland Cottage Hospital in Oban. He died while on his way there. He was 21.

Three days later the coffin containing Johnny Hunter’s body was put aboard a train for Duror – connected to Oban at that time (as it would be until 1966) by rail. From Duror Station, according to the Oban Times account of what came next, ‘the remains were carried shoulder high’ to Duror Cemetery. An open-air funeral service was conducted by Angus MacFadyen, the Church of Scotland minister who’d afterwards marry my parents and who’d still be in charge of Duror Parish Church when, as a boy, I was one of the church’s regular attenders. What Angus MacFadyen had to say at Duror Cemetery on the day of Johnny Hunter’s burial isn’t recorded, but what’s apparent from the Oban Times is that there was a big turnout for the funeral of this young man, who, in a better ordered world, would have become my uncle. Duror Cemetery, the paper reported, was packed by ‘a very large concourse of mourners . . . impelled by widespread condolence for the bereaved parents’. Five years on from the contention surrounding their arrival, it appears that Flora and Jimmy Hunter had Duror on their side.
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When still in high school, and still more when a university student, I worked for several weeks each summer in Glen Duror Forest. Though this work would become more arduous as I got older, my first summer job wasn’t at all demanding. With another two or three lads, I was put under the supervision of one of the forest’s more elderly workers, equipped with a shovel and told to get on with cleaning roadside drains. Come Friday, I joined the wages queue outside the Glen Duror forestry office. Your place in line depended on the length of your employment, and so, because the lads I was with had started a week or so sooner than me, I was the last person to be received by the head forester.

I’ve already touched on this man’s role and status. Kindly, unusually tall and, maybe for that reason, slightly stooping, he’d first taken command of Glen Duror Forest in 1931. His name was Lawrence Sinclair, but it was as ‘Mr Sinclair’ that I always knew him, and it’s as Mr Sinclair that I think of him still. Mr Sinclair handed me my pay packet – a little brown envelope containing a few coins and two or three folded-over pound notes. ‘This is a big day for both of us,’ Mr Sinclair said. ‘You’re getting your first ever wage. And I’m handing that wage to the third generation of Hunters to have worked with me.’

My family’s long involvement with Glen Duror Forest began with my Hunter grandfather. Not long after my grandmother’s start in Duror school, his gamekeeping skills (which he’d begun to acquire, as we’ll see, when a teenager) resulted in his being taken on as the Forestry Commission’s Glen Duror trapper – a job my father was, in a sense, to inherit as a result of his 1946 release from the army coinciding, more or less, with my grandfather’s retirement.

Glen Duror Forest was in its infancy when Jimmy Hunter started work there. So was the Forestry Commission. Set up in response to its having been revealed in the course of the First World War that the UK had no worthwhile reserve of homegrown timber, the Commission dated from the closing months of 1919. Empowered to buy land for planting, it quickly set about acquiring some. Among the resulting purchases were the Duror farms of Achindarroch and Lagnaha. Both would survive as agricultural enterprises, but only in truncated form, Achindarroch losing all its formerly extensive hill grazings and Lagnaha grazings being cut back severely. On Beinn a’ Bheithir hillsides, where thousands of sheep had been pastured, the Commission announced in May 1920 there would soon be only trees.

This didn’t go down well in Argyll farming circles. Members of the North Argyll branch of the National Farmers Union thought it self-evident that Lagnaha and Achindarroch were ‘of more value to the nation for the production of food than they will be if utilised for the purpose of afforestation’. The Oban Times agreed, publishing an editorial headed ‘A Misuse of Food-Producing Land’ and declaring that there was ‘something very far wrong’ in prioritising timber over livestock. The Forestry Commission wasn’t to be swayed, however. Planting in Glen Duror began in 1921. It wasn’t straightforward. Commission staff, unsure of what species might do best on Beinn a’ Bheithir’s steep and often rain-soaked slopes, were afterwards to acknowledge that Glen Duror had been a ‘cause of much anxiety’ to them. This is apparent from the hit-and-miss approach taken to planting. Among the tree varieties tried were Norway spruce, Corsican pine, Scots pine, European larch, Japanese larch, Douglas fir, poplar and sycamore. Some of those did better than others, but few flourished. It wasn’t until several years had passed that the Commission zeroed in on the species with which it was eventually to cover not just Beinn a’ Bheithir but a substantial part of Scotland – Sitka spruce.

When my grandfather first worked in Glen Duror Forest, then, none of its trees were more than a few feet high. In plots where initial planting had failed, there were few trees of any height. Nor were there forest roads, access into the glen being limited to the cart track that linked Achindarroch with a now abandoned shepherd’s cottage in the glen’s middle reaches. But if the Glen Duror Forest of the 1920s and 1930s was very different from the forest I’d get to know in my father’s company, the role of Glen Duror’s trapper was much as it would be in my father’s time. In an attempt to exclude deer from newly planted areas, Glen Duror Forest had been enclosed in six-foot-high deer fences. These had proved of little use, however. ‘Fences,’ it’s noted a little despairingly in an early account of the forest’s progress, ‘appear to provide little obstacle to red deer driven down from the hills by snow in winter.’ Getting rid of these deer was to be one of my grandfather’s responsibilities. But he’d been
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