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With my ongoing thanks to Saint Spyridon of Corfu and Sifnos,

this book, as promised, for my godchildren

Oliver, Archie, Fenella, Hebe, Rosie, Hattie, Rufus, Ellie and Tom,

is dedicated to our dear brother, Charlie,

who lived life, to the very end, at full gallop,

and wonderful parents,

Robin and Diana,

who taught us much, but above all,

the importance of love, laughter and the company of friends.

Give thanks for the past, be grateful for the day and greet the morrow with open arms.
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Non nobis, Domine, non nobis sed nomini tuo da gloriam

(Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, but to thy name give the glory)

Christian Prayer of Thanksgiving, Psalm 115, King James Bible

No description of Great Britain can be what we call a finished account … so no account of a kingdom thus daily altering its countenance can be perfect.

Daniel Defoe, A Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain, 1724

Everyman, I will go with thee, and be thy guide …

Anonymous, The Summoning of Everyman, fifteenth century
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The EU Referendum took place in the United Kingdom and Gibraltar on 23 June 2016: ‘Should the United Kingdom remain a member of the European Union or leave the European Union?’

With a national turnout of 72 per cent, the decision by the electorate was to ‘Leave the European Union’, which won by a majority of 1,269,501 votes (3.9 per cent) over those who had voted in favour of ‘Remain a member of the European Union’ with England and Wales voting to ‘Leave’, while Scotland and Northern Ireland voted to ‘Remain’ (BBC News)

According to the Office for National Statistics, the population of the United Kingdom at mid-year 2022 was approximately 67.6 million, an increase of 6.8 per cent on the population in mid-2011. Net migration added an estimated 685,000 to the population by end-year 2023. Research conducted by Oxford University estimates the population will rise to 72.4 million by 2045.

Figures from the England and Wales Census in 2021 show that 82 per cent of the population is white and 18 per cent belong to Black, Asian, mixed or other ethnic groups. In Scotland, which delayed its census due to Covid, 96 per cent of the population is white with 4 per cent belonging to Black, Asian, mixed or other ethnic groups.

The government set out its definition of Fundamental British Values (FBV) as ‘democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs’ (House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, The Ties that Bind: Citizenship and Civic Engagement in the 21st Century Report of Session 2017–19, House of Lords Paper 118, 18 April 2018).
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What Goes Up …

For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.

Sir Isaac Newton, Third Law of Motion, 1687

I remember the morning: it was late November, not a cloud in the sky and the sun warm on my face. It could almost have been summer. I was walking to Bridport from Lyme Regis, eighteen days short of my final destination, Dover. An easy walk, eleven miles to be precise, along the magnificent Jurassic Coast whose cliffs are forever spewing forth fossils that date back millions of years. If someone asked me to describe the day, ‘straightforward’ would have been the response, which, of course, should set alarm bells ringing the moment the phrase is uttered; chaos, mayhem and disorder but a turn away.

Now well north of fifty, vanity is my nemesis. It hangs around my neck like a guilty conscience, forever prodding and taunting as I cling to memories of distant youth. Where did it all go? In my case, as for many, the inner child is restrained by the inescapable attrition of life that dispels any illusion of a former existence of boundless energy, skin as silky as the Venus de Milo and the eyesight of an eagle. 

My eyes began to play the giddy goat about ten years ago. It was Christmas and at Midnight Mass, wedged between my brother, Charlie, and sister, Kate. I recall much amusement as the former lent me a spare pair of glasses while the other shone the torch from her phone so I could see the carol sheet. Walking home, my sister gave me one of those ‘you really ought’ lectures about the merits of a visit to the optician, while I managed to buy time with nods of ‘I know’ and ‘yes, you’re quite right’. She usually is. 

But my refusal to come to terms with failing vision was proving costly and to date had included booking a flight at 4 a.m. instead of 4 p.m., mistaking a jetty on the Thames for a bridge that hadn’t been there since the eighteenth century and, most recently, trying to board an aeroplane at Heathrow instead of Gatwick. This day would merely add to the canon.

Stopping for a sandwich on the empty beach at Charmouth, I asked a lady, setting about a boulder with hammer and chisel in a most professional manner, what she hoped to find. 

‘Well,’ she squinted up at me, ‘most likely nothing but perhaps a leaf or an insect but then, if I am lucky, maybe an ammonite. I had a beautiful one a few weeks back.’ 

I was tired of the going on the pebble beach. Looking at my map, the old soldier in me, however, reasoned that it made greater sense to walk a further mile along the beach and miss the added climb over Cain’s Folly before picking up the South West Coast Path to reach the top of Golden Gap. Any fool can climb two hills rather than one, I congratulated myself. 

A yellow Air Sea Rescue helicopter clattered overhead. And so, off I set, gazing out at distant Portland Bill and the great grey cliffs of insurmountable prehistoric gunk that towered above me. What, I then began to worry, would happen if all of a sudden a great slice of this solidified antediluvian slurry were to fall on top of me? A shiver ran down my spine. 

My saviour from the ominous menace of the cliffs was to be St Gabriel’s Mouth, a fold in the land that greeted me with open arms – which, had I been wearing my glasses (somewhere deep in my rucksack), I would have realised was in fact about three hundred yards further on. There were steps on the map, which I noted were missing; landslip, I presumed. I laughed – more in self-assurance – what harm could come from climbing up what was no more than a steep slope? The going, a series of large, graded steps, looked steady; I’d wade through the bracken ahead and where it looked impenetrable, I’d find an animal run. A cinch for an old Dorset hand like me. Half a mile, and about half an hour later, I’d be out the other side. 

The first stages up Ridge Cliff were, as I had guessed, just a steep muddy hill. The higher I went, so the vegetation began to close in. At first, an abundance of horsetails, horrible coarse ferns that stick rudely out of the ground; these, I concluded, had reappeared as the cliff had subsided, revealing once again spores and seeds that had lain dormant for 400 million years or more – life imitating art, I thought, as I skirted round the soup-like contents of a murky pond, humming the theme tune to Jurassic Park. 

I looked at my watch; forty-five minutes had already passed. Better get a move on, I chided myself as I heaved up a bank straight into the thorns of a gorse bush.

‘Ouch!’ I cried, speared in the forehead. I fell right where I had come from, landing with a thud on my back, the fall cushioned by my pack. I moved to get up. I couldn’t. I was caught in the hawser-like grip of a bramble. I lunged. Nothing. Lunged again. Still nothing. 

Undoing all the clips and straps, I took my rucksack off and stood up. Blood oozed from a deep gash in my index finger. I looked about me. I was stuck in a tiny clearing surrounded by gorse and bramble on all sides while, behind and below, lay that sinister pond. 

But this was just a setback. I had been here before, I argued, except the last time, on Paxos in Greece, I was falling down a cliff. Recalling my secret to escape nearly twenty years earlier, I picked up my rucksack and launched it at the thicket ahead of me – it catapulted straight back, hit me square in the chest and floored me again. In momentary embrace, the bergen and I lay there while I considered my next move. The Air Sea Rescue helicopter flew overhead, in the opposite direction. Nothing to worry about, I calmed myself as I looked at my watch: 2.30 p.m. I had forty-five minutes of good light left. No pressure. 

Find an animal run, I remembered as I took a swig of water; leaving my belongings behind, I went off in search. But, pushing through yard after yard of thorned undergrowth, I found no animal run. In fact, I found no sign of life at all. I was trapped. 

Climbing over a fallen branch that was just too high, I was punched in the back by a sapling stretched behind me; it threw me headlong into a foetid mire. Sod it, I was now not only in a muck sweat but sodden from the chest up. My hands were covered in blood from countless lost battles with local flora. The helicopter flew overhead again. Was it looking for me already? Surely not. I wasn’t missing … not yet anyway. Or was I? My mind began to race: what if I fell into another bog to be reclaimed by time, only to reappear millennia later, when a descendant of the lady I had stopped but two hours earlier would hit a large rock with her hammer and out I’d pop, fossilised to perfection? I might end up in a museum. 

The helicopter, now apparently hovering overhead, was sign enough. What goes up, must, in this case, come down, I concluded. I scurried back to my kit, made my way gingerly off the hill and resigned myself to the drudge of shingle; at least I knew I couldn’t get into much trouble that way. Regaining the beach, I was soon confronted with the error of my ways – a couple of hundred yards further on, the soaring steps of St Gabriel; a stairway to heaven if ever. My hands and face bloodied, my clothes ripped, my boots sodden and my body aching in places I never knew existed, I reached into my pack for the wretched glasses I should have worn in the first place. 

It was Milton Friedman who wrote, ‘There’s no such thing as a free lunch’, and it was over a particularly agreeable one that my long-suffering publisher asked if I would travel the length and breadth of Britain, to ‘write about our country today’. That was nine years ago. 

Little did either of us know that what we agreed to then would become a record not only of Britain pre-Brexit, but of a carefree world pre-Covid, pre the unexpected intervention of death, the dark days of loss, grief and bereavement, and the iced grip of cancer. For no sooner would I return from my travels than, as a family, we would be served a massive dose of life in one helping. 

The idea was to split a year’s journey into four, marching with each new season: Britain being defined as much by its weather than anything else. 

Call me old fashioned but when it came to the ‘where’, it was to Stanfords, naturally, that I turned; temple to the map, even the floor of the long-established Covent Garden emporium is paved by the Ordnance Survey. You can’t interrogate the screen of a phone like you can the broad sheet of a map. 

‘We’d best get you a cab’, Tony Maher, the managing director, said, looking at the eight carrier bags bursting with cartography. ‘I don’t fancy your chances lugging that lot back on the Tube.’

My departure was set for 11 March 2017, ten days into meteorological spring and ten days before the spring equinox, when day and night are equal in length. 
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SPRING

My beloved spake, and said unto me, 

Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away.

For, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone;

The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come …

Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away.

Song of Solomon, King James Bible 

Iona – Mull – Oban – Inversnaid – Balmaha – Glasgow – Moffat – Dumfries – Penrith – Carlisle – Haltwhistle – Housesteads – Chollerford – Newcastle – Jarrow – South Shields – Sunderland – Hartlepool – Darlington – Bradford – Halifax – Doncaster – Sheffield – Manchester – Liverpool – Belfast
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London – Iona

Port Out

Stranger with the pile of luggage …

How I wish … I were you and you were me!

Think of all that lies before you,

when the train goes gliding forth,

And the lines athwart the sunset,

lead you swiftly to the North.

Go, and good luck travel with you,

Wish I’d half your luck, my man.

A. M. Harbord, ‘Euston Station – August 1932’

London was asleep. 

The alarm on my phone started to sound impatiently; incredulous that it could already be 4.30 a.m., I belted the snooze button in the vain hope that it might go away. 

Moments later, dressed and fumbling for the front door, Mosie, my beloved, long suffering and patient godmother pressed a pack of ‘Rescue Remedy Lozenges’ into my hand. 

‘You may need these,’ she said. ‘I find they lift the soul somewhat.’ 

It had been a busy Friday night for Sam, my Ghanaian Uber driver from Peckham, as he helped Mikey and me load the car with our kit. 

Without Mikey, my altogether better half, who gently suffers my failings, prevarications and chaos day in, day out, I would probably still be flailing in search of my train ticket. Chatting about the journey ahead, we wound our way up past Moscow Road and the barley-twist silhouette of the Orthodox church, watched a fox trot down Portobello, the road ablaze with lamps until the amber-bathed neon of distant Euston Station loomed out of the dawn. Scotland beckoned. 

Spring had come early to Dorset in 2017 – or was it that winter never really made itself felt? It was hard to tell. Looking out of my study window, the daffodils and crocuses were nearly out, cock robins fought for territory and sparrows fussed about the hedgerow. Come London, the cherry trees were in blossom and everywhere wagtails were singing. Arriving in Glasgow, however, the place, unseasonably cold, seemed gripped in a permanence of grey. But the dank weather did nothing to dampen that great sense of liberation that always greets me like an enormous cheer whenever north of the border with England – there is a magic to Scotland, the country majestic, at once romantic but defined by its harsh yet nuanced landscape that inspires the mind to adventure. 

It took twelve hours to reach Iona via a complex combination of finely timed trains, ferries and buses; indeed so slender was the change that the Oban ferry purser rang ahead to hold the boat to Iona especially for us. We drove westward across Mull into the setting sun almost carefree. I marvelled at the rugged beauty of this great land, contemplated the ever-friendly welcome and envied the seeming simplicity of life lived far from the city’s reach. It was my first visit in over twenty-five years. 

[image: Sketch of a coastal landscape with boats on the shore and hills in the background]
It took twelve hours to reach Iona…

It felt right that my journey should start at the end of the line, beyond which lay the Atlantic and North America. But there was another reason why Iona was the perfect place to start because it was here, in the sixth century, that Saint Columba came in exile from Ireland and so began the conversion of the Picts to Christianity. It all began here and it does the soul a power of good when sent on your way with a blessing. 

The plan, however, was flawed because Iona was technically closed; the season was not due to start for a good two weeks or more, which the locals were sticking to, despite the tiny island being undeniably full. Indeed, so full that the only place we could find to stay was a pod run by an enterprising cattle farmer, Andrew, and his wife, Lorna. The pod was Swiss roll in shape, with a tiny veranda looking out over the sound; built of pine, it was clad in green plastic grass like a vegetable stall on market day and inside looked like a sauna without the heat. There being nowhere open for food on Iona, our host supplemented his income by selling us homemade sausages, which we cooked on a tiny Primus stove that quickly turned the pod into the sauna it was not. This put a smile on Mikey’s face, such that he would momentarily venture out of his sleeping bag in which he had secured himself the moment we arrived.

Sausages aside, there isn’t a great deal to do in a pod. All life seemed to focus on the Argyll Hotel which, with its tidy little garden looking out across to Mull, wouldn’t have looked out of place on the Falkland Islands. Despite bursting at the seams with travelling choristers and their attendant audience, the hotel was defiant in not cooking food. This seemed commercial madness to me, but then I was the outsider, as the barman explained, ‘It’s pretty full on most of the year, so we are grateful for the rest.’ I bought a packet of crisps. 

As with the island, there was a weird serenity to the Argyll Hotel, the place seemingly caught in time fifty years earlier, lending it a dignified feel that seemed to escape life elsewhere in Britain. But the Argyll was also a must because it was the only place where the internet could be accessed, and even then intermittently. Its other redeeming feature was a fire which burned with varying degrees of calorific success in a brick fireplace. The air conditioning was also on, though, ensuring that while it was possible to get warm by the fire, move away and it was soon freezing again. 

Stumbling back in the dark, the decision to take the first ferry to Mull, if only to stave starvation, was swiftly reached. Back in the pod, we made circles in the misted window to watch the dark silhouettes of cattle as they grazed under the light of a full moon in silvered pastures. Every now and again, the disarmingly human noise of a sheep coughing would cut the night. Down on the shore, curlew called while, out in the channel, marker buoys blinked and danced in the darkness. 

We awoke to the unmistakable patter of rain on glass. I watched the rivulets of water trickle down the pane until I summoned the courage to heave on wetproofs and venture out into the clag of the new day for a pee. Somewhere up on the hill, a skylark sang. At breakfast, I broke my Lenten vows as I noisily demolished two bars of chocolate bought from vending machines in the National Trust of Scotland visitor centre, which while open, seemed void of life like everywhere else. All about, gift shops, bars, cafés and restaurants – silent witnesses to summer’s coming industry – lay closed; dinghies tugged at moorings; even in the dripping slate halls of the magnificent abbey, Iona felt abandoned, save for ghostly souls who appeared in their legions – as if from nowhere – whenever that lifeline to the rest of the world, the ferry, appeared round the headland. 

The joy of Iona, however, was the reminder of how delightful life was before the web existed. Indeed, I reasoned, as we sat on a pile of lobster pots enjoying the sun, what would be the point of coming to the diminutive island in the first place other than to seek solace and retreat from the trials of everyday life. 

We walked out past the abbey, the light of the sun catching the gilded numerals on the bell tower clock, and made our way to the powder-soft beaches at the northern end of the island. We strolled along the White Strand of the Monks, flicking the sheet-white sand ahead in the wind until, rounding the headland, sheep scattering before us, we came to the beach at Calva and there settled on a bench. 
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We walked out past the Abbey …

For a moment or two we just sat there in silence, taking in the view, the crash and roar of the rollers as they swept in off the Atlantic, giddy in its azure, the unmistakable outline of Dutchman’s Cap and the Treshnish Islands to the northwest and beyond Tiree and Coll, the most westerly of the Inner Hebrides. Due west, the vast expanse of sea knew no bounds until it reached Canada and the coast of Newfoundland and Labrador some two thousand miles away. Due east lay the gateway to Britain and, for me, the better part of a year’s discovery to come. 

Sitting there, caught up in my thoughts, the silence was keen. Within, I was a bundle of nerves.

Sensing the moment, Mikey gazed up into the sky and then, looking back at me, smiled. ‘Are you ready to go now?’

‘Yes’, I replied, ‘as ready as I ever will be.’ And with that I picked up a pebble from the beach and, turning it once or twice in my hand, popped it in my pocket. 

On the way back, we stopped at the abbey. Mikey stayed outside while I went in. All was silent but for the odd drip from the ceiling and the noise of the wind outside. I kneeled briefly on the harsh flags, bowed my head and prayed for safe passage in the months to come. 
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Iona – Mull – Oban

The Open Road

There’s real life for you … The open road, the dusty highway …

Here today, up and off to somewhere else tomorrow!

Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows, 1908

At Fionnphort, on the southwest tip of Mull, the red and cream West 	Coast Motors bus grumbled in the car park as it waited for the handful of passengers arriving off the Loch Buie from Iona. I hugged Mikey farewell, the door shut and then, with an angered whoosh, the air brakes released, a startled blackbird broke cover, and slowly the coach lolled past and wheezed its way up the rise. I waved as it went and then, in a second, it crested the hill and was gone.

Silence. 

And there I was, alone. 

My journey to Dover had begun.

So, naturally the first thing I set about doing was to go in search of a cup of tea but, everywhere being shut, I pushed on a mile or so and found a nice spot out of the wind opposite a field where some Highland cattle were grazing. I dropped my rucksack in the lee of a drystone wall and took out my Thermos – breakfast that morning, al fresco, a brew, a handful of oatcakes … and a Mars bar. Skylarks sang as I contemplated my good fortune when I noticed a cheery sign on the gate: ‘Entry to this field is free, but the bull may charge.’ A passing van roused me from my stupor: a reminder that I had another fourteen miles to Pennyghael and my bed for the night.

Mull is a delight, not only for its remoteness and wildness of scenery but because of its old-world simplicity. No sense of rush, no urgency; take every minute as it comes. I passed a petrol station, empty gas bottles piled high outside and, in the little hut, a bearded attendant flicked the newspaper, waiting for a car to draw up and distract him from distant news; ask the driver how’s your day, how’s your wife, how’s business – all the things people stopped asking down south about thirty years ago for fear of causing offence or being stabbed with a knife – pass some more time of the day and then, when all was done to the satisfaction of both parties, head back to his hut with a cheery wave to carry on reading the paper. 

Bear in mind, as I had seen only one van all morning and that hadn’t stopped at the garage, life on Mull wasn’t overly pressing. The cares of the world seemed to pass the island by. Given this and the statistical likelihood that the fellow in the garage was disturbed from his crossword perhaps once a day, Mull seemed very attractive indeed. 

A few hours later, I began to develop a blister; there is never any logic as to when these irksome hallmarks of a walker’s life suddenly appear but a blister on day one, wearing much-loved boots, seemed a cruel twist of fate – even if it did turn out to be the only blister I would suffer on the way to Dover. 

The A849, an old single-lane tarmac road, wound its way along Loch Scridain, through dwellings, hamlets and fishing villages with beguiling names such as Bunessan, Ardtun in the parish of Kilfinichen and Ardchrishnish, my way garlanded in swathes of bright yellow gorse, while in the khakied folds of last year’s bracken hid the twisted remains of harrows and rusting grass cutters. 

It began to rain, the last mile. Luce, a sheep dog, joined me for the final few hundred yards before Joy Robertson greeted me at the door to her cottage. No lilt from the Highlands but the languid tones of broad Norfolk. 

‘I’m from Dereham originally,’ she said, smiling and ushering me into the warmth of her kitchen, the room covered in pictures of working horses, sheep dogs and tractors. ‘Take yer boots off and put ’em over ’ere, look’ she said, as a bucket of tea was filled from a pot on the stove and a wedge of homemade Victoria sponge was laid out on a plate like fresh-caught salmon. Soon talk was of otters in the bay, the old mussel farm, forestry and her many jobs from helping in the big house to crafting sticks and shepherd’s crooks and making cakes for Christmas and weddings. I sensed a loneliness, a longing for a life that must have once been when, thirty years earlier, she had met her husband, a shepherd on the nearby estate. I could feel his presence, just as I could sense Joy’s loss. 

Over supper of shepherd’s pie, we discussed how there were no foxes on Mull, which surprised me, no red squirrels, which didn’t surprise me, and no supermarkets, which both pleased and surprised me – weekly trips to the mainland to do ‘the big shop’ taking on all the more significance. It is the sense of survival, that neither service nor supply can be taken for granted, which has always made the notion of life in the Highlands so appealing to me. 

After, as we washed and dried up, watching the evening news, Nicola Sturgeon, first minister of Scotland, announced a second independence referendum, on the basis that Scotland did not vote to leave the European Union. The prospect of the vitriol and rhetoric that now risked marring the rest of my journey until south of the border, as the old wound was wrenched open yet again, let alone the tedium of another poll, filled me with dread. 

A cup of tea was the signal for us to go our ways, Joy to her sitting room, Luce and the telly, and me to my room to stretch out on a plush bedspread and plan the next day.

When I woke up, the weather forecast was spot on – changeable with strong headwinds and intermittent rain, the sky uniform grey. A heron pottered about the shore, its plumage lifting on the breeze. The excuse I offer in taking the bus is that I had a sailing to make and didn’t fancy my chances if the weather closed in, but as valid, for me at any rate, was that my route to Craignure would take me through Glen More: I didn’t fancy an encounter with Ewen, the headless horseman who, local superstition has it, still roams the battlefield where he lost his head leading his clansmen to defeat in a sixteenth-century family feud. But there was perhaps more to my decision; I didn’t feel the guilt I would have done had I been in a similar situation on the road to Rome. As a pilgrim, there is no time constraint, and the principles under which I travelled then were clear and ungiving – on foot all the way – but in this case, I was on a journey, constrained by neither ancient path nor religious protocol, but restricted by time and the desire to discover as much of Britain as possible.

I bade farewell to Joy and Luce, climbed aboard the bus and, as if to validate my decision, the heavens opened in that way they can only in Scotland – so much for intermittent rain. 

The bus, a leviathan beast that wound its way over Mull’s narrow roads, dipped and swung past perfect white houses that stood stark against the bracken-brown landscape. Above, rocky outcrops hung perilously; beyond, through the torrential rain that beat against the windows, I could just make out snow-capped peaks.

Driving into Craignure, as if on cue, the rain stopped, the clouds lifted and the sky was cornflower blue. The Isle of Mull was tied up alongside a jetty and in the ferry office a man was remonstrating at the ticket desk that the weather was clear.

‘I am sorry, sir, but this sailing is cancelled due to the bad conditions.’

I had rushed in vain and, despite there being a boatload of passengers with nothing to do, the local café decided to shut too. I have been stormbound in southern India, the Aegean and Iceland – all of which have proven experiences beyond frustrating – but ‘stormbound on Mull’ in full sunshine without a white horse in sight was the pits. 

As we were being thrown out of the café, I happened upon Christine, a middle-aged lady in a wide-brimmed hat with a large chocolate Labrador called Tim. She too was baffled by the stationary ferry and was a little vexed that Tim, who needed his ears seeing to, might miss his vets’ appointment. 

‘Dorset?!’ she said.

‘Yes,’ I replied.

‘You probably know me.’

‘Oh really?’

‘I used to issue pensioner bus passes in Bournemouth …’

It was going to be a long afternoon.
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Oban – Inversnaid – Balmaha – Glasgow 

Rain Stops Play … Almost

A famous man is Robin Hood,

The English ballad-singer’s joy!

And Scotland has a thief as good,

An outlaw of as daring mood;

She has her brave Rob Roy!

Then clear the weeds from off his grave,

And let us chant a passing stave

In honour of that hero brave!

William Wordsworth, ‘Rob Roy’s Grave’, 1815

As the Isle of Mull came into Oban, it was impossible to miss the 	 menacing sight of McCaig’s Tower, the doom-coloured gasometer of a structure that looms over the town like a giant monster. Such was my fascination that the ‘Ox’, an old friend who despite his moniker has neither the build nor the looks of a draught animal, drove me up to see the folly, which is what the building became when John McCaig, a banker who designed the edifice, died in 1902; his family’s enthusiasm to complete the museum and central tower that would contain statues of the philanthropist and his offspring withered quickly, and they opted for the cash instead. So, all that remains is the coliseum-like outer wall with a garden at its heart, which the Ox and I took in when we poked our noses round the gate. More importantly, supper awaited us, which guaranteed we wouldn’t ponder the intricacies of late nineteenth-century amphitheatre design for long. Soon we were snaking our way along the southern bank of Loch Etive down a corridor lined by crags, outcrops and distant mountains beyond, which made the mind drift to some far-off land centuries earlier where armies clashed, wolves howled in the night and the magician’s spell was all.

The Ox’s brilliant white house felt, like many in the Highlands, as if hewn from the rock. The low building had a sturdy feel, designed to defy the elements. At the gate, we were greeted by Felicity, the goose, who was not shy in waddling forward to let her considerable vocal presence be felt; she had taken it upon herself to determine who was and who wasn’t welcome to the house. The Ox was, while I was not. Much honking, hissing, flapping of wings and concerted dives at my boots ensued, entry refused, until she was removed to the woodshed. 

I was ushered into the kitchen, a great hall of a room heated from one end by an enormous red Aga and a roaring fire at the other. 

Round the table, the Ox’s teenage daughters, Bridget and Eliza, were grumbling that they had only ever studied German history at school. For much of the first course, we chucked the ball about as to the merits of learning another country’s story as opposed to our own. We soon agreed that unless you were emigrating, the upside was minimal, verging on a complete waste of time. Later, as I headed up to bed, I couldn’t help wondering if somewhere in Bavaria, German children were questioning the logic of studying Scottish history. 

In the morning, Felicity wouldn’t let me out of the front door until the Ox removed the irate avian to her woodshed. 

We drove east, taking in St Conan’s Kirk on Loch Awe with its eight-foot-long wooden sculpture of Robert the Bruce, the ruins of distant Kilchurn Castle, the adornment of shortbread tins the world over, until we reached Inverarnan where, after a bowl of soup in the haunted Drover’s Inn, we said our goodbyes. At the very top of Loch Lomond, in the lee of the Trossach Mountains, I crossed a footbridge and picked up the West Highland Way, which runs the ninety-six miles from Fort William to Glasgow. 

It was raining. The path was a running water course but no sooner had I crossed the bridge than I was confronted with the confluence of three swollen streams. The dilemma I faced was whether to cross the three individual streams, tripling my chances of getting soaked or to risk the wider yet shallower-looking bigger stream that they flowed into. I opted for the latter, selected a crossing point, took a run up and launched off the bank.

All was going well until halfway across when suddenly a low hanging bough, which I swear wasn’t there when I started my run up, caught the shoulder strap of my rucksack. The effect, as if caught on a large elastic band, was bewildering, as I kept being returned to the spot I had been three paces earlier. On the first attempt to clear the branch, like a puppet on a string, I was danced up to my ankles in the shallows, but, come the second, I was up to my knees, and on the third, any hope of remaining dry became the stuff of fantasy. I had no option but to divest myself of all attachments – a bit like untangling a garden hose – by which time I had been dragged into a small pool. I waded out carrying my rucksack high above my head. I was sodden and not yet ten minutes on the road. 

From there on, my progress was anything but elegant as I squelched, scrambled and slipped along the root-riven path that handrailed its way through the dank russet countryside that stretched the length of Loch Lomond, which every now and again revealed itself through the mist like a sinister blackened scar. 

You can’t really miss Rob Roy’s Cave, set high on a bluff; first, there is a little wooden sign with an arrow and then, daubed across the rock below in large white letters, the word cave – definitely not the work of Robert Roy MacGregor, the Scottish outlaw’s actual name. 

The cave was drab for a folk hero’s lair but, as I felt the rock and scuffed about the dusty floor, it offered a chance to ponder this giant of a character, the embodiment of Scottish rebellion who, thanks in the main to Sir Walter Scott and possibly Daniel Defoe before him, became a legend in his own lifetime. 

Rob Roy first clashed with the English at the age of eighteen in the 1689 Uprising; he fought alongside his father, Donald Glas Macgregor of Glengyle, Chieftain of the Macgregors of Glengyle, who was subsequently imprisoned for treason, the trauma of which, it is believed, sent his mother to an early grave. Rob Roy’s mother was Margaret Campbell, daughter of Campbell of Meggernie Castle, or Glen Lyon whose brother, Robert, Rob Roy’s uncle, commanded the Argyll Militia at the Massacre of Glencoe in 1693. Thus descended from Campbell of Glen Lyon, the events of Glencoe caused Rob Roy major embarrassment – even though he took the name of Campbell later in life, after the MacGregor clan was proscribed following Glencoe. 

Rob Roy was a successful cattle dealer, trading as far south as Norfolk; his portfolio of activities also embracing theft and protection racketeering across large parts of the Lowlands. In 1711 James, 1st Duke of Montrose, lent him £1,000 to purchase stock – which Roy’s head drover pocketed, never to be seen again. 

Montrose had Rob Roy declared bankrupt, outlawed, and forcibly evicted his family from their home into the Scottish winter. Rob Roy looked on as his house was torched and, it is said, his wife raped. Events which, not surprisingly, formed the root of Rob Roy’s long-standing vendetta against Montrose. Living on the run and seeking refuge in numerous caves, Rob Roy earned a reputation for feats of great daring against his hated opponent, stealing his livestock and redistributing pilfered cash to those he felt had been wronged.

The vendetta sat easily with Rob Roy – a MacGregor, he was seen as the embodiment of rebellion in the Highlands, while Montrose was every inch the crown’s man. In 1706–7, the Acts of Union had been passed, and Scotland and England were ‘United into One Kingdom by the Name of Great Britain’; Daniel Defoe, spying for the English government, reported rioting and noted that ‘for every Scot in favour, there is ninety-nine against’. Those few in favour, and who benefitted financially, were the Scottish aristocracy including Rob Roy’s nemesis, the Duke of Montrose. Rob Roy, however, as the entire Macgregor clan, were staunch Jacobites, despite being substantial landowners of the officer class. Rob Roy commanded Macgregors in the 1715 Uprising at Sherrifmuir and again in the 1719 Uprising at Glen Shiel. 

The Rob Roy feud against the Duke of Montrose continued until 1722, when he was forced to surrender and later imprisoned. 

The irony in this tale is that it was Defoe, an Englishman, who lionised Rob Roy as a champion of the people. The alleged author of the 1723 book The Highland Rogue, Defoe’s writing earned Rob Roy the king’s pardon and enabled him to live out his final years in his house at Inverlochlarig near Balquhidder. The final twist to the tale is that Rob Roy, in his youth a first class swordsman, was involved in a duel with Stewart of Ardshiel in late 1733, in which he was nicked on the chin. Rob Roy Macgregor died in January 1734 aged sixty-three, probably of septicaemia following his fateful encounter with Stewart. 

The Inversnaid Hotel was a coaching inn of the modern variety; no horses patiently waiting to be changed, instead three enormous buses were parked outside. My chosen accommodation for the night was chock-a-block with pensioners intent on an evening of full-on entertainment. 

I was told that dinner would be at 7.30 p.m. sharp – there was no choice in the matter. 

‘You can sit at … table twenty-six, please.’ 

I sat with Barbara and Bob, from Stafford.

‘Pottery country. ’Ave you been? No? It’s ever so nice. We love these tours, don’t we, Barbara?’ who nodded, whispering, ‘Such good value.’ 

Tired from the day, we ate in almost solemn silence save the odd nod for salt, pepper or gravy.

The bar, run by Alex from Romania, was alive with accents as far stretched as Devon, London, Suffolk, Northumberland and Monmouthshire. Conversation, punctuated by the whine of hearing aids, was a constant exchange of health complaints and upcoming doctors’ appointments while, in the lounge, covers of Elvis, Buddy Holly and Frank Sinatra rang out across the evening. By 10.30 p.m., the room was as empty as the M25 on Christmas morning – the buses were leaving at 6.30 a.m. 

The following morning I set off for Balmaha, in a binary world of rain and sunshine; sitting on the Highland Boundary Fault Line, the village is considered the gateway to the Highlands or, in my case, the Lowlands. 

By lunchtime, soaked through again, I was glad of the pub that suddenly appeared through the mist. In summer, I thought, it must be wonderful; the weather, however, precluded further thought on the matter, shelter being the priority. 

I don’t recall how the subject came up, perhaps it was on the TV news behind the bar, but the young girl serving me declared, ‘I want independence. We just wanna get away from England, ya know.’

Taken aback, I asked, ‘What’s England done wrong?’ 

Coming from Dorset, the other end of Great Britain, I felt I was due some explanation.

‘Nothing exactly,’ she continued. ‘I just think that wi’ all this Brexit business, which we did not want, now is the time to go our own way.’

‘I think it would be a great shame,’ I replied, ‘besides, you’ll miss the subsidy everyone gets this side of the border.’

‘Yeah, maybes.’ She smiled and passed me my drink. I smiled back and shuffled off in a trail of drips to my table.

Towards the end of the afternoon, as I made my way southward, the landscape softened and the light with it. The steep sides of the loch gave way to pleasant shores and secluded beaches, and I strode through mature woods of pine and oak whose leaves, the last vestiges of winter, hung in twisted form like old banknotes in a miser’s hand. 

Balmaha, on the lower reaches of Loch Lomond, is a civilised spot, reminiscent of a New England fishing village, the place reverberating to the comforting clang of halyards beating against masts in the wind. 

I couldn’t really see Jock’s face when I knocked on the door of the hostel; the peak of his baseball cap was pulled so far down his nose like the forage cap of an army drill instructor. 

‘C’mon on in, laddie,’ he started sotto voce, as I was beckoned into a conservatory with chairs spread around the walls, ‘SIT THERE!’ 

I nearly shat myself. At fifty-one, I was back at The Guards Depot, Pirbright, in a flash. ‘Yes, sergeant,’ my immediate response as I dived to my chair and sat bolt upright to attention.

‘TAKE YER BOOTS OFF HERE, D’I MAKE M’SELF CLEAR?’ he barked, which I sort of expected Jock might do because our method of communicating over the last few days had been a series of voicemails that were more bawled command than welcome embrace. I just didn’t believe that on arrival I would find myself back in recruit training. I rose to get something out of my rucksack. 

‘SIT DOWN AND REMOVE YER BOOTS THERE, I SAID.’ 

Once I got back into the swing of it, the rules were easy to understand. Every door, cupboard, electrical item or piece of furniture, indeed anything that required human interaction, had a label on it. Where not printed out in bold, plastic-coated
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