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Dedication

For my husband, for our children and grandchildren.

Listen up, stories incoming.




Epigraph

Who has seen the wind?

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI

Happiness comes the way the wind blows.

MIKHAIL LERMONTOV

The wind is us – it gathers and remembers all our voices, then sends them talking and telling through the leaves and the fields.

TRUMAN CAPOTE
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(i) Corncrakes sing in the white nights

(ii) Midges rise and cuckoos depart
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3. Sunrise over Glac Gheal, upper Erradale valley,  sunset between the Isle of Harris and northern tip of the Isle of Skye, Celtic month of Hazel (August to September), Grain Moon

(i) The croft fills with gold and the sounds of haymaking

(ii) Heather in full bloom

(iii) Red berries, dappled light

Natural Cycles

Picture Section

Acknowledgements

Select Bibliography

About the Author

About the Publisher




Maps

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]




FROM A WINDSWEPT PLACE

A faint smear of rosy brightness hangs out in the west – a September haar, sea mist reflecting the sunrise. A gentle wind runs up from the shore to ruffle the remaining tufts of summer greenery. The biting insects have retreated. I taste salt and clarity, things midges detest. Change is coming. The grasses will not be green for long.

Across the sea the teardrop shapes of islands begin to pop up along the horizon. From my cliff-top vantage point it is impossible to pin down when or how the dawn pastels become a palette of bright acrylic paints. This is how the seasons change here too. There is no slow bleeding from one state to another but a sudden rupture of light and colour.

Gusts begin to sculpt waves. They carry sea-bird cries and a whiff of iodine. The sun appears. I take a couple of photographs – glisks of light on the water and swift-moving clouds. Yesterday I took dozens. Yesterday was so volatile no single image could have captured its essence. Sea colours, cloud types, shadows and shapes, weaving complex tales in organic combinations of the oceanic, terrestrial and atmospheric.

Clouds thicken and darken; sea birds tumble in the strengthening wind. This is how to read the incoming weather, by watching large-scale atmospheric phenomena and the minutiae of animal behaviour. I love wind because it trades so much light, sound, colour and scent, and because it is powerful.

Winds can sculpt stone, move great quantities of sand, disrupt the flow and fall of water and mould thought. They bring air masses filled with stories of the high Arctic or deep Atlantic or tropical south. Here the seasons are multiplied by weather systems tumbling in from every compass direction. At this northwestern edge of mainland Britain they are visible long before they arrive. A single day may catch snippets of summer and spring, or morsels of autumn and winter. Weather rewrites the terminology of landscape and the natural world, creating new seasons, new sensations, new memories.

Together air and sea have communal voices and vibrant natures. In Wester Ross they interact with the powerful presence of ancient rocks and landforms and complex configurations of coast and high mountain ranges to create a special magic and generate a visceral sense of being inside story-telling and history-making. They alter the dimensions of life, warping space and time, extending and compressing distant horizons and immediate surroundings; they can bewilder and disorientate, yet create such a strong sense of belonging that one feels part of the living and intricate narrative of earth, sea and sky.

This is a windswept, elemental place, filled with colour and energy created by the interplay of air and water with ancient geology and living organisms. Once, at day’s end, after a mustard-yellow and soot-black storm, I watched the last cloud, domed like a cauliflower, its tops glowing red, sail past me from north to south. For a few moments it stuttered and emptied a purple shower into the sea. On one side was a rainbow, on the other a flash of lightning.

*

The wind begins to whip my face and I notice a long band of indigo thickening out to the west. Only moments ago, the horizon was a thin pencil line, topped by the faint shapes of distant islands, but now it writhes as it swells. Strong winds are at work out there, over the Hebrides, and soon they will arrive here on the mainland. There are changing colours in every direction. This is what happens as competing energies run towards us. Their purposes are revealed in hue and chroma, light and sound. Almost as if some giant invisible hand is pouring paint, the Minch turns green, then yellow, then grey. In a heartbeat it is blue, the sapphire of a summer sea. Then there is a sudden burst of sunshine and heat on my back, summer still prodding my body into action. I turn for home and the whole valley shimmers in the sunlight.

Back indoors I scribble a few notes – reminders of the sea colours and birds spotted down on the shore. My diaries report, decode and deconstruct the seasons here, breaking them down into smaller pieces and wrapping them back into distinctive parcels. Inside are bite-sized mini-seasons, each distinctive in their own way, with characteristics based on the vagaries of the weather and natural phenomena seen on croft, hill and shore.

I rummage through a pile of old calendars. I create one every year for the children and grandchildren so they have small slices of this place in their own homes. Each year contains a mixture of sunsets and sunrises, pictures of the croft, meadows, peat bogs, mountains and coast, and photographs of approaching storms, plants in bloom, the river in flood, birds on the shore, insects feeding on wildflowers, and lambs, ponies and cattle grazing. They are my versions of calendars based on the natural world, each with pictures of phenomena unique to both month and place. Short phrases pop into my head, prompted by the images in front of me – hints of possibility, ways of describing, of articulating how our year changes.

*

We are all linked across time and space – from the understanding of long-term solar and lunar changes to my photographs of sunsets and sunrises. Ancient communities would measure and predict seasonal change by looking to the heavens; they transposed and interlinked the astronomical with the earthly, partnering the movement and phases of the moon and stars, the procession of equinoxes and positions of solstices with the practical needs of their communities – when to harvest grain, plant seeds and pick fruit.

At a site known as Warren Field in Aberdeenshire, archaeologists found stones that record phases of the moon across a year, but when matched up to features in the landscape, create a calendar that can stretch out across hundreds and hundreds of years. The ‘Warren Field Calendar’ is thought to be ten thousand years old. Scientists say it would have enabled the builders to track much larger and longer periods of time, millennia before the ‘civilisations’ of Babylon, Greece or China created their own complex calendrical systems. There may be one like it here somewhere, buried in deep peat; there is enough about to conceal all kinds of mysteries.

In ancient Egypt, calendars were based on the Nile’s flood history as well as the stars, a beautiful marriage between geomorphology and astronomy. One Babylonian calendar used agricultural events as well as lunar cycles. It referred to a multiplicity of specific seasons, ones much smaller than ours, with delightful titles such ‘barley is at the quayside’ and ‘first fruit offerings’. In the Far East, the earliest Chinese calendars incorporated the lunisolar year with ecological descriptions, environmental phenomena and key dates. They evolved into a specialised system based on the sun’s position in the zodiac, akin to some Celtic traditions, including Warren Field. The year was subdivided not into four seasons or twelve months but twenty-four solar and twelve lunar periods of variable length principally used to guide farming activities. Eventually they came to influence broader aspects of society.

The Chinese calendar is still in use. Each subdivision of the year is tied closely to events happening in the natural world, to types of weather or to specific agricultural activities, and it includes beautiful names such as ‘locust trees blossom’ or ‘white dew’. The latter marks the start of autumn, when morning and evening temperatures are cool enough to cause the formation of dew and mist. By the seventh century the Chinese calendar had spread across the Far East and today the Japanese version of seventy-two sekki and ko is well known. It also uses beautiful descriptions of small changes to environment and weather or to events in the natural world. Although its modern version is more firmly rooted in the Gregorian calendar of the West, the Japanese have retained many of the original Chinese descriptors, enchanting names such as ‘first peach blossoms’ or ‘plums turn yellow’.

I remember reading about a druidic calendar found at Coligny in France, almost two thousand years old and carved into bronze. It was based on both the moon and the sun, similar to the calendars of the Near and Far East, and just as the Warren Field stone calendar in Scotland appears to be. Subdivisions or micro-seasons with names adorn it – ‘time of ice’, ‘shoots show’ and ‘seed fall’ – testament to a deep understanding of astronomy and the natural world. Thus, similar ideas about the measurement of seasons and natural phenomena were present across western Europe too.

*

I am a writer and crofter, a mother and grandmother, and a former geographer, who loves to take photographs and fill my notebooks with descriptions of this scent or that, of colours and sounds and changes observed over the years here in the Northwest Highlands. The books and camera files are filled with the smaller truths of life, and about the natural world; they contain evidence of not four seasons but dozens and dozens and dozens.

Living here means we are coastal and montane. Coast and people are conjoined to sea and mountains elementally, historically, physically and emotionally. We occupy a charged space, an edgeland, rich in biodiversity and full of character, one in which the ‘elementals’ described by Nan Shepherd – light, air, water, earth, sound and scent – are our constant companions. This place churns with energy, we are pulled this way and that by the magnetic lure of some of the most dramatic mountain landscapes in Europe, by the deep, pulsing, charismatic and ever-changing stretch of sea and by the wrinkled horizon of distant islands.

This complex country is dominated by powerful forces – climatic, thalassic and terrestrial – combining to colour all aspects of our lives. Their relative influence changes many times each day so trying to define or describe this place merely by its geology and landform, or by its land-use and human activity, or by weather and wildlife, does not always work. Weather is volatile, landscapes powerful, the sea dynamic. Together they expose the deep and intricate relationships between people, crofts, communities, coast, sea and surrounding hill country. I see these bonds running through the waves, clouds and rippling grasses; they are present in the river and gusting winds and play of light on mountain tops.

I live with my husband Rob in a little house on a croft – an agricultural smallholding of just a few hectares known as Red River Croft. The croft contains a complex collection of different types of habitats – meadows, ditches, paths, scrub and woodland, a sinuous river and small peat bog. We are close enough to the sea to see it from any west-facing window and from anywhere in the fields. Our eastern views are dominated by mountains. The croft sits in South Erradale, a tiny settlement in a small river valley, surrounded on one side by the rugged peaks and sparsely populated country known as ‘the Great Wilderness’ and on the other by the sea.

We came to live here a decade ago after a lifetime of visits, first as youngsters wanting to explore, then on our honeymoon and later with our extended family on holidays. Eventually, encouraged by family and friends, we gave up our full-time, well-paid jobs to take on a croft within a busy crofting community. Although he loved wild places, Rob had worked for thirty-five years in busy pharmacies in Liverpool and Lancashire. Over the same period, I obtained my doctorate on environmental change in New Guinea, left work to raise our four children, and then returned to full-time academia.

Rob was ready for change. I was ready to leave an increasingly difficult working environment. We both wanted to do more of the things we love. The children had gone successfully through university, each had good secure employment and moved away. At first we were anxious about making ends meet, and then Rob began part-time work as community pharmacist in Gairloch. In the last decade all four children married and became parents themselves. Now there are eight grandchildren, and our home is very busy once again, filled with noise and bustle.

Our aims were straightforward – we wanted to create a new family hub in the Highlands, climb mountains and manage our croft. But after a few years I was reduced to sleepy muddleheadedness and painful hobbling by a strange infection – Lyme disease and a range of autoimmune conditions were discussed. Doctors and testing followed two main lines of inquiry – a flu-like virus of some sort or a long dormant tropical insect-borne infection sparked into life perhaps by a tick bite. Whatever its origins, the infection that had begun so suddenly resulted in repeated vicious and nasty bouts of acute illness followed by chronic deterioration and debilitating pain. Almost immediately all the higher wilder places were out of reach. My health waxed and waned. On good days I could manage a slow walk around the croft or a short walk to the coast. On bad days Rob would drive to our neighbour’s gate and help me negotiate the last short stretch to the cliff-top. There I could lean against an old fence post, wriggle my body into the tiny bit of shelter it granted, breathe deeply and let the wind course through me.

Over the next few years I would watch storms run in from the Atlantic, thundersnow over the mountains, sunsets as they passed back and forth through the seasons, full moons cresting Baosbheinn and dipping into the Outer Isles, the Aurora Borealis lighting up both the heavens and the sea, and all manner of astronomical phenomena in between, including Jupiter rising, Venus setting, the Milky Way running overhead. I wrote about what I had witnessed or felt or sensed, drew sketches of changing landscapes and natural phenomena and, every day, took photographs.

In this little space by an old and unassuming fence post at an unimposing cliff edge, where my feet became rooted, complete lunisolar years unfolded in front of me. What emerged from the photographs and notes were stories of life here, of the natural world and changing time and space. The years were embedded with a mixture of the solar and earthbound in narratives akin to the old Celtic calendars whose subdivisions do not quite align with twenty-first-century months and dates but run across them with names belonging to trees and phases of the moon as well as the sun.

The tiny vantage point, embraced by winds from every compass direction, surrounded only by the whispers of grasses on the croft and waves on the shore, by birdsong and otter whistles, yet unnoticed by the wider world, became for me the centre of a celestial and terrestrial calendar, one created by spectacular arrangements of ancient geology and sea, by high mountain peaks, distant islands, and the valley in which I live. The wooden post made a convenient marker and axis from which to measure changes in the natural world. The croft, river and coast became the beating heart of all the calendars and a pivotal force in my recovery. Here I felt connected to the earth like never before, more than in all my previous lives, from undergraduate to professor, daughter to grandmother.

Just as the Chinese, Babylonian and Celtic calendars accounted for myriad seasonal changes with simple words and phrases, similar cycles of change and repeating patterns have emerged here. Together, they tell the story of this place, and, in a small way, they are my story too.

This book ties nature, place and memory to the solar year. It is a calendar of place with markers crafted from deep time in a unique partnership of landscape, sunrises and sunsets. Its myriad seasons are characterised by natural weather phenomena – storms, snow, floods – by the arrival of nature’s own markers – orchids in bloom, cuckoos arriving – and by activities on the croft – haymaking and tree planting. Created by the configurations of mountains, islands, sea and croft, no other calendar is as singular, not even the great stone calendar of Warren Field. There are other threads too – my family and friends, illness and recovery, loss and great joy – but through it all flows the wind, my companion and healer.

*

I pause and tidy the piles of books and papers. Through the window the fields now look like they have been spread with butter. Everything has a yellowy tinge. I open the window wide and take a photograph with my phone. Somehow the camera has made the landscape appear even more diffuse and golden. The air is thick with light. I might include this image in next year’s production, as one of September’s very special days. It could be named ‘golden dew glistens’, or ‘honey-coloured haze’.




Part One

Autumn Equinox to Winter Solstice




1. Sunrise northeast of Creag an Fhithich on Baosbheinn, sunset beyond Ben Volovaig on north Trotternish, Isle of Skye, Celtic month of Ivy (September to October), Harvest Moon

(i)   Greens fade to gold, purples to grey

For more than forty years we came to Wester Ross in the Northwest Highlands to climb the ramparts and crenelations of mountains such as Liathach, Beinn Eighe and An Teallach and walk the lesser-known trails from Knoydart to Sutherland, holidaying with family and friends or working. Eventually we decided to stay, arriving in South Erradale during a golden and turquoise September under the gaze of hills so clear it was possible to see the crags and gullies and detailed forms from our new home without the aid of binoculars. For almost two weeks, even as autumn approached, the days were cloudless and almost defiantly azure. Not all Septembers are so blessed but in most years since then the Erradale valley has been brightly gilded with gold and polished copper, the surrounding moorland deeply bruised with purple and green.

The shifting moods of early autumn are revealed again and again by rapidly changing colours. Soon after the equinox the once purpled hills turn the colours of burnt toast and the fierce orange of cinder toffee. Meadows turn from golden-blonde to silver-grey, lanced here and there by tall shards of bronze and copper. Eventually, despite even their implied metalled strength, the last of the tall wildflowers and grasses simply topple over. Only rushes remain rigidly, defiantly upright.

Sea breezes carry the intermingling melodies of breaking waves and birdsong through the croft and sweep up the river valley towards the distant hills. Often the air remains rich with the lingering perfumes of heather, for it continues to flower at the coast long after it fades on the hills. But as October draws closer fine mists are slowly replaced by salt spray rising up from the sea. On such days I can taste it on my tongue; it is both sweet and savoury.

*

Wester Ross has a population of only six thousand, with a little over six hundred living in and around the parish of Gairloch. Red River Croft sits some kilometres south of Gairloch village in the tiny hamlet of South Erradale, one of several settlements known as ‘crofting townships’. These coastal edgelands are part farmland, part open country, and merely a fragment of the expansive grandeur known as ‘the Scottish Highlands’. To some they may only be a tiny faded watermark in the intricate map of more familiar Scottish history, but croft-lands, along the western margins of the Scottish mainland and on the Outer Isles, are the important, integral, living heart of a fierce and intoxicating country recognised the world over for its isolated and rugged spaces and for its unique and wonderful variety of wildlife. These crofted lands characterise rural life in the west both here and on the islands, and have done so for almost two hundred years. Yet the crofting way of life contains echoes of long vanished farming practices that once filled the glens inland.

Red River Croft itself is a busy, life-filled space. The landscape around our home is wide open and views can stretch for more than fifty kilometres. The natural energies of this place appear to hinge on the river valley and flow out from the great mountain wall, always running down to the sea, but in reality the pulse of life moves from mountain to valley to sea, from sea to atmosphere, from sea to islands and back again, just as it has done for millennia.

A croft is a field used for agricultural purposes. In this part of Wester Ross, most crofts are roughly two hectares in size, fenced with post and wire and tending to be square rather than long and narrow. Red River Croft is a combination of two, about four hectares in total. In general, many crofts have a house and outbuildings, though not all have homes built on them. Where they do, a portion of ground would have been ‘de-crofted’ and no longer legally used for crofting purposes but given over to a house and garden.

The pattern of croft boundaries is relatively modern and in this area dates from 1845 when the townships were laid out by the Gairloch Estate under the supervision of its factor, Dr John Mackenzie, brother of the absent laird Francis. Originally families would have grown cereals, vegetables and hay in order to feed themselves and their animals, but eventually that practice of subsistence production gave way in the second half of the twentieth century to large numbers of sheep, with incomes derived from government and European grant schemes and family members needing to seek alternative means of work. But the effect of this way of life over the last hundred and seventy years, largely free of artificial products in spite of the changes to the practice and nature of crofting, has culminated in a patchwork of micro-habitats that today support a great variety of birds, insects and other wildlife.

Our small house and garden are enclosed by a high green hedge adjoining a small woodland of pine, oak, alder, willow, birch and hazel. Although some houses and gardens have protective screens of larch or spruce, our abundant hedging is unusual but provides much-needed, vital protection from the strong and scouring salty winds of winter. Woodland, garden and house are themselves enclosed by the large meadows making up the croft. Many of our neighbours’ fields comprise grass pasture but Red River Croft is bisected by the River Erradale, resulting in a remarkable and complex variety of habitats including peat bog, flood meadows, dry grassland, wet flushes, riverbanks, burns and ditches, scrub and trees.

Adjacent to our house and garden is an old stone byre. One end is home to bats and, in the middle, nests line up along the main roof-supporting rafter. Previous owners added ropes and pieces of wood for extra purchase so that from end to end there are more than a dozen cupped and precisely made swallows’ nests.

*

During our first autumn we investigated the nooks and crannies of our fields and buildings, noting the tree and shrub species and watching the way water moved after heavy rains. Rob checked the old fences and field drains, and chopped wood, while I did my level best to identify bugs, birds and dying meadow plants. One morning I wandered along the riverbank, watching the water reflect a bright blue sky. The river crinkled like cellophane where it ran over bright rust-red pebbles and around great black and grey boulders. Bubbles occasionally broke the surface and at its margins horsetail and sedges trembled in the gentle breeze. Even this late in the month insects dashed back and forth in the warmth. There were dragonflies, damselflies and clouds of small dancing, non-biting midges. A long branch of an old alder swayed back and forth and its outermost twigs trailed like fingers through the water.

I was suddenly aware of another voice above the birdsong and looked up to see a woman clambering over the fence, calling out and waving to me. She was small, slender and lithe and climbed the high barbed wire easily.

‘Hello,’ she said, ‘I’m Cathma, from the house just up the bank there. “Cathma” is short for “Catherine” but there are so many of us here that some call me “wee-Cate”. Well, that was at school and the name stuck. My grandchildren call me “Katack”.’ I could not compete with her list of names and laughed. ‘I thought I’d come down to say hello and ask you and your husband to come for tea and maybe a scone or whatever it is I’ve been baking.’ Her voice sang lightly, in tune with the river. ‘I’m Ann,’ I replied. ‘But all my friends call me “Annie”. I always hankered after a longer name or at the very least an extra “e” on the end of it.’ We shook hands. ‘Yes, a cuppa would be lovely, thank you.’ ‘Welcome to South Erradale, to the Highlands,’ she said. ‘I hope you will cope with the weather, and with us.’ Her Highland face was open, honest and full of mischief; her eyes twinkled with the colour of skies on an autumn morning, blue-grey with flecks of russet; her hair was straight and almost white. ‘Cuppa? What is that?’ I laughed again. ‘A brew. As folk say in Lancashire. A cup of tea.’ ‘Aye, yes, well there’s always lots to learn, even at my age.’ We carried on along the riverbank towards her croft, exchanging pleasantries about the weather. Then Cathma took her leave and with long strides quickly crossed the tussocky ground and jumped the fence again.

Cathma Thomson is a Mackenzie. Her family have lived here and worked the land for generations, probably since long before the township and crofts were designated. She is of this place; her bones and muscles are made of rock and peat, her blood flows as rustily red as the river that passes through our croft and hers. She loves the land, the sea and the air; she loves her animals and the flowers in her garden. For some years she taught business at the secondary school in Gairloch. How a woman so obviously wrought from the magic and life of this place, who has surely descended from the fae, could have been interested in what to me are the insipid mechanics of a business curriculum still puzzles me and has provided ample opportunities for teasing and laughter. But her crofting wisdom and knowledge have been invaluable. Cathma quickly became our link to crofting practices and the wider community of crofters, but she also provided powerful connections to the past and the old ways of living in this place.

For crofting communities to have survived and flourished for so long required deep mutualistic ways of working. Cathma herself recalls how crofters in South Erradale who owned horses and implements not only ploughed their own patches but also did the work for others. Most families owned a cow but they would be communally herded onto the surrounding hills after milking on summer days, returning ‘to the call’ in the evenings. When the cows began to ‘go dry’ in the autumn, people shared what milk remained, the deliveries made by the children. At shearing and dipping time all the able-bodied crofters from South Erradale and the nearby crofting townships of Port Henderson and Opinan worked together to round up the sheep. Once the ewes and lambs were gathered into an enclosure known as a ‘fank’, the men sheared, the women and children gathered up the wool. All foods for animals and people had to be home-produced and the growing of crops such as potatoes, turnips and carrots was communal. The cutting and lifting of peats to provide heat and energy for cooking, the cultivation of land, animal husbandry, the management of food supplies and exchange of goods created a necessary reciprocity, a system developed out of a long-shared history predating the establishment of crofting by thousands of years, a symbiotic relationship between people and place borne out of need. Today, although the traditions of crofting have changed, that same sense of interchangeability and shared responsibility continues, rooted in people and in place. It was into this unique landscape and community we hoped to settle.

*

The great complexity of life and landform on the croft and surrounding coastal and mountain landscapes creates an ever-changing panoply of colour, texture, light and shade. No two days are the same. Flux and motion are constant companions. As autumn progresses, these complexities intensify; they become louder and bolder, overwriting the golden calm usually associated with September until the days themselves lose their gentle gold and silver fragility.

A week or two after the equinox, autumn spreads down from the hills and in from the sea. Large swathes of hill country, once so richly purple, darken. There are shadows on the hills like spilled tea. In the summer-green flashes where bog-cottons and moor grasses dance, there is a dry crispness, as if everything was made from tattered strips of parcel paper. But even these colours fade – rust to grey, cocoa to flax. More of the detailed shapes and forms of the fields and riverbanks become visible. Lumps and bumps appear everywhere; ditches and steps are revealed; the remains of houses, old fence lines, boulders and tree stumps emerge. In those early days, what Cathma had disclosed through our growing friendship began to emerge in the physical characteristics of the valley as vegetation decayed. In the low golden light of our very first autumn, the land slowly began to disclose its secrets. In subsequent years, secrets turned into stories.

(ii)   Meadows die back

The landscape around the crofting township and beyond to the hill country is wide open, and by gaining just a little height the views can expand and stretch for tens of kilometres. Many parts of this country are so devoid of trees its secret forms are revealed by the autumnal dying-back of ground cover, its essential structure now visible like bones and blood vessels seen under the translucent skin of an old hand.

Across South Erradale there are patches of scrub here and there, dense clusters of gorse growing in odd corners. And sitting atop old walls or alongside unkempt ditches the brambles provide pounds of fruit in late September. One day I wandered about intent on blackberrying but also curious about the few remaining walls, old tracks, old fences and strange, scattered heaps of stones and ruins. Many of these features were illuminated by the late afternoon sun and almost all were accompanied by bramble growth or rushes to a greater or lesser degree.

I had asked Cathma about them and she showed me some of her maps of South Erradale and the old crofts and recommended a series of booklets published by the Gairloch Museum. She herself had contributed memories of life here, including stories about who lived where, what was grown in which fields and where the peats were cut. Historical gossip. The museum booklets led on to a raft of maps and Ordnance Survey archives revealing the history of our croft, the valley and wider Northwest Highlands. Stories of landscape and environmental change in time and space.

Underneath the spiky tangles and below the modern crofting landscape is a history reaching back to the last vestiges of retreating ice. The whole place is a palimpsest. Stacked upon the natural and geological are layers and layers of settlement structures and the remains of agricultural activity, now crowned with thorns and rich purple-black fruit.

One of the most interesting maps was the very first – South Erradale, drawn in 1845 by the Gairloch Estate when the township and crofts were originally laid out. Crofts were allotted to individuals and families who had been removed from other settlements inland or relocated in the reorganisation of coastal communities when estate land was restructured and repurposed for sheep and deer. The allocation of crofts continued the long tradition of controlling land and people in order to secure the viability of the estate’s financial outputs in the form of cattle, sheep and other produce, but it was also one more step along the road of deliberate depopulation as landlords strove to follow the latest fashions and means of making money. This final clearance, however, created the South Erradale we know today.

The estate map showed Erradale’s crofts laid out in grid-square fashion. Although it did not detail croft-house sites, it marked a huddle of pre-1845 buildings whose remains can still be found today straddling the northern edge of the township, and several clusters of other features that may once have been huts or dwellings. How long ago they had been built or how many years they had been inhabited is lost to time and turf but it was interesting to note the larger houses sat above the contour line delineating the shape and extent of an ancient estuary.

The story of each individual field is one of shared family ownership, of co-ownership and inheritance. Each croft had an identifying number, from 1 to 28, and today they are all still known as Croft/Lota 1 or Croft/Lota 22 and so on. We own numbers 16 and 17. But each number on the map had a family name, listed as original tenant on the estate records. Croft 16 is recorded as Lota Dhomh’ill Eachainn, or ‘Donald, Son of Hector’s Croft’; Croft 17 as Lota Banntrach Eachain, or ‘Hector’s Widow’s Croft’. Hector was presumably a Mackenzie because his surname was not included, whereas others from different clans, such as Macgregors, were. Some assignments had names referring to their position or their environment – for example, Number 10 was A’Lub Dhubh, or ‘the Black Corner’; Number 20 A’Faithir Ur or ‘Croft by the Beach’. There were crofts assigned to ‘Fair John’, ‘Grey John’, ‘John, son of Roderick’, and others to the women of Erradale: Lota Banntrach Ali (‘Alick’s Widow’s Croft’) and Lota Curstaidh Ruaridh (‘Kirsty, Daughter of Roderick’s Croft’).

The 1845 land boundaries in South Erradale have persisted into the twenty-first century and continue to represent a reworking of community structure, land-use and landownership with both a dark past and great symbolism. Crofting represents an overwriting of much older environmental conditions, settlements and ways of life. Building materials have been reworked and repurposed – walls and houses, in many instances, built from even older remains. Whatever was available in the landscape was put to good use so that the remoter origins of settled life in Erradale lie under the modern fences and beneath layers of turf.

*

On either side of the township the valley sides slope gently upwards, covered in thick heather and tussock grasses growing on peat. While the fields of the valley floor grow pale and thin, the heathers grow darker and sedges flush to bronze. The long curling leaves of purple moor grass are clustered into tough tufts and glow with threads of palest beaten gold. Clumps of deer grass fall open to reveal richly textured and earthy browns, the colours of a red deer’s hair

One afternoon, spurred on by another long discussion with Cathma, I decided to have a wander upriver and uphill. Here and there on the low hills the long linear forms known as ‘lazy beds’ – part of the old ‘runrig system’ of agriculture, constructed for growing crops – were picked out by shadows created by the late afternoon sun playing over the shallow differences in ground surface height and also by variations in plant species growing in the alternating wet and dry rows. The labours of the past, hidden by the living blanket of life, are occasionally revealed by the passage of the seasons or play of light. Here, on the slopes, bog-cottons, plum-red mosses and the dark-brown dead leaves of flag iris sat in damper hollows, while heathers and scattered crimson autumnal leaves of tormentil marked the drier raised ridges. In a few places old buried walls or houses were revealed only by dried and withered remains of wood sage and stonecrop. As with so many British landscapes, it was apparent the long and complex stories of people living here were not simply explained in any linear history but in the braidings and weavings of reuse, in the reworking and repurposing of land and materials as families adapted to social and environmental changes.

I was armed with a photograph kindly given by another neighbour and, leaving the old path, I turned uphill to see South Erradale from a higher vantage point. Our croft and house are overlooked by a small hill – Cnoc an Fhuarain (‘hill/knoll of the springs’) – one of a small chain of hills forming the north side of the Erradale valley. The photograph had been taken in the 1960s from an elevated position somewhere on the Cnoc. I wandered about for a while trying to find where the photographer had captured the view. The changes over sixty years were marked. In the picture the absence of trees and hedges was striking, more so than the absence of modern houses, including our own. Most of the view was given over to grassland; there was little in the way of heather, gorse or bog myrtle then. Both in the photograph and the view before me the layout of croft boundaries was unchanged. Just as in 1845 there was a checkerboard of large square fields with two ‘roads’ crossing each other in the centre of the township. But since the photograph was taken clusters of small trees had grown around many of the houses along with straggles of hedges. From the vantage point it was also clear the once grassy hillsides had almost all been consumed by heather moor, testament to the falling number of sheep and cattle in the intervening years. The valley, it seemed, had been slowly rewilding.

Together the 1845 township map, various modern Ordnance Survey sheets and the museum booklets provide clues to the changing story of the valley. The entire township of South Erradale was once enclosed in a great dyke, known as a ‘head dyke’, a wall of stone perhaps topped by a hedge or wooden fence in the remote past. However, it eventually succumbed to time and gravity, subsumed under heather and grass. From the Cnoc I could pick it out on the north side of the valley where, for a short distance, it ran parallel to an ancient route, once the main ‘road’ out of South Erradale. Also marked on the map and described in the booklets to the southeast is the Garradh laruinn, the ‘iron dyke’, so named because it contains large pieces of bog-iron found around the Erradale valley. It may well have been part of the main head dyke. The museum booklets suggested some early ironworking took place here, although there is little physical support for this view apart from remnants of bog-iron held within the dyke. And from my vantage point I could see no evidence of anything other than agricultural activity.

Cathma has no recollection of anyone knowing what these dykes looked like in all their glory, and since they are not marked on any later maps they presumably predate the crofting system of fields and meadows, but she does remember a post and wire fence surrounded the township in its entirety, and gates permitting entry in and out from the road to Gairloch. Seventy years ago she and other local children would get excited when visitors came, hoping to receive a penny or two for their services opening and closing the gates. Where the ancient rock and turf dyke might once have protected homes from wild boar or wolves centuries earlier the twentieth-century fences prevented cattle and sheep from raiding the food and fodder crops grown on the crofts during the summer months. In those days few fields inside the township were sectioned off by wood, wire or hedge; however, today each individual croft is fully fenced and the outer gates to the township are long gone.

From the small bare hilltop of Cnoc an Fhuarain it was possible to visualise both the Erradale of Cathma’s childhood and the ancient settlement outlined by the crumbling sections of the old dyke. I sat contemplating older geographies and older maps. History and geography swell and subside in the curving and straight lines drawn on paper and I hoped more would be explained in the features slowly revealing themselves as the vegetation died back even further.

The modern grid of fence wires glinted in the sun. The river crimped and twined through the fields as it has done for centuries. Apart from the thick green hedge of our croft-house, there were only a few sparse hedges, little more than thin bedraggled stripes, better than nothing and more than could be seen in the photograph. And around almost every house, trees of all kinds.

The day was getting colder. Hooded crows quarrelled through the air. Upstream beyond the last croft, the river was a coiling band of silver reflecting the pale smooth quilt
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