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  INTRODUCTION


  I HAVE A WEAKNESS for Victorian sporting memoirs with titles like Wild Sport and Some Stories, The Moor and the Loch, With Gun and Rod in the High
  Himalayas. In a bookshop in Simla a few years ago, I came across a classic specimen of the genre, dedicated To Johnnie, my wife, the best pal a sportsman ever had. I have always
  cherished a fancy to continue this minor literary tradition, though conscious that my own wife would think poorly of being classified as a pal. My sensible publishers questioned
  whether anybody seeing the title Outside Days in a bookshop would have the faintest idea what the phrase means. I said it would strike an immediate chord for anyone with a love of field
  sports. Nobody else would be likely to get past the first few pages. It is a title which conveys  I hope with the appropriate hint of self-mockery  the notion that I am continuing the
  indulgent tradition of Victorian sportsmen, who believed that if it was worth putting up a rod or taking out a gun, then it was worth writing a book about the experience afterwards.


  I met a racehorse trainer out shooting the other day, who asked what I did for a living. He professed surprise on discovering that I was a writer, indeed mostly a journalist. Not many
  people like you shoot, do they, or get asked to places like this?, he asked innocently. Lest this sounds as if I am patronizing his ignorance of my trade, I should add that, in my turn, I
  was asking him questions about whether he had produced any winners lately, oblivious of the fact that he stood fifth or sixth in the flat trainers table. And he was perfectly justified in
  suggesting that not many writers shoot or fish or hunt, (although I remember meeting the present editor of Horse and Hound for the first time in the midst of a firefight in Cambodia and he
  talked about fox-hunting all day in a ditch).


  In some measure, it is because few people who work in newspapers or television follow or sympathize with field sports, that those of us who do feel a responsibility to
  contribute what we can towards making the general public a little better informed about them. When opportunities arise, I write newspaper articles about country pursuits. And, like most writers, I
  also love putting pen to paper for its own sake. Writing about fishing and shooting days gives me almost as much pleasure as taking out a rod or gun. Many of the pieces I have written for country
  magazines have been designed to preserve, for my own memory, favourite moments on the hill or the river. My father, himself a writer, used to try to enthuse me as a teenager about the
  challenge of a blank sheet of paper. I understand today, as I did not then, exactly what he meant.


  This is a book about pleasures  rural pleasures, which mean much to me. It is not a book of instruction, and anybody who has ever seen me shoot or fish or ride a horse will acknowledge
  the importance of that disclaimer. Many sporting books are written by experts. Instead, I am writing as a mere enthusiast. Novelty and ignorance must always be reciprocal, wrote Dr
  Johnson on his tour of the Hebrides, I cannot but be conscious that my thoughts on national manners are the thoughts of one who has seen but little. Likewise there are many vastly
  more experienced grouse shooters, salmon fishers, stalkers who can write with greater knowledge than myself, when I am still relatively young and relatively green. This is, then, a collection of
  articles and essays about aspects of the countryside, field sports and my own dalliance with them.


  I am, I think, a pretty typical field sportsman of my generation, in being only a part-time countryman. Although I have lived in the country for long spells, including a couple of years in
  Kilkenny, much of my working life is still spent in cities. From my modern office in the London docklands, I watch ducks and cormorants fly by. But the window will not open, to enable me to hear
  them. This sort of frustration is common to most of us, who spend much of our lives cut off from nature, and thus cherish it all the more passionately when we can escape into the
  wilderness. Dr Johnson, in the Hebrides again: Of these islands, it must be confessed that they have not many allurements but to the mere lover of naked nature. Like so many of us in
  this urban age, I am a lover of naked nature.


  If I cannot claim a depth of knowledge, I have been lucky enough to sample a fair variety of sport, at home and abroad. Some of these experiences, like shooting duck in India or tiger-fishing on
  Lake Kariba, were by-days in the midst of assignments as a foreign correspondent. Others I owe to family or friends. I grew up in the south of England, knowing something about shooting and fishing,
  but next to nothing about horses. My wife, a Leicestershire girl, points out that I still know nothing about horses. Since we married, however, I have learned a little more about people who do know
  something about horses, and understand how disturbing overreaches are, even if I seldom suffer from them myself. I have only hunted a handful of times, but my wife has done so all her life. I have
  never dared to test our marriage to the limit of offering her a choice between a romantic weekend with me in Paris and one of the Quorns good days.


  Her story, anyway, is that I lead a selfish life and spend too much time working out how next to enjoy myself. Somewhere on the charge sheet, it is suggested that I can seldom find time to go
  and watch a horsy event with her, while I usually seem able to fit in a Monday shooting day, if one is on offer. She asks why I cant wait until I am sixty to fish salmon in Alaska or join
  another party on the Spey. I answer that I rather doubt whether anybody will still be asking me to anything by the time I am sixty. If I am run over by the proverbial bus, I want to be sure that I
  have not wasted a minute beforehand. When I was earning my shilling as an author and living in the country, I sometimes shot three days a week. I then came home, went to sleep for an hour and
  worked until after midnight to salvage my bank balance and conscience. Now that I sit behind a London office desk every day, it is difficult to fit the work around the sport in quite the same
  fashion. But I dont do badly.


  Each sporting season seems to bring more pleasures than the last: the company and the settings are irresistible. I am even getting to the stage at which I dont mind so much whether I catch a fish or shoot dozens of pheasants, if the sun is shining and all is well with the world. One day last season on which I had shot next to nothing, I was back gun at the
  last drive. One by one, three cock pheasants came climbing back along the edge of the wood against the sunset, amid a barrage of gunfire from the line. Somehow, I managed to make each in turn
  crumple. The last one called for a long retrieve for my old dog. After five minutes, she came trotting back across the plough with the bird, pleased as punch and her master. Then, I didnt
  mind if I didnt shoot another pheasant all season. I was perfectly content with the fulfilment of that winter moment beneath the fading blue sky.


  I feel exceptionally lucky about my lot in life: at home, in my work, on the moor or the loch. I cannot claim that it was alway so. When I was eighteen or nineteen, I was racked with self-pity
  that I had been brought up to love field sports, but never seemed likely to have the money or the opportunities to consummate my passion. Come to that, it seemed likely that, within a few years,
  socialism would triumph in Britain, and traditional country pastimes would be abolished.


  Today, almost miraculously, the prospects for the future of both capitalism and field sports have been transformed. They seem brighter than any of us could have dared to hope a decade ago. My
  colleague Perry Worsthorne, cautioned us all in a Sunday Telegraph editorial after the 1987 general election against what he called bourgeois triumphalism. Yet personally,
  having been teased by my contemporaries for years as a conservative, a follower of field sports, a young fogey, I am not in the least opposed to a little bourgeois triumphalism now that our side
  looks like winning against the odds. I shall discuss some of the difficulties of sustaining field sports against political pressures in the concluding chapter. I remain, however, an unashamed
  optimist.


  Most of the pieces that follow are adapted from articles that have appeared in The Daily Telegraph, The Fields, Country Life, The Shooting Times, Country Times and other publications. I
  hope readers will accept the collection in the spirit that I intend it: as a modest celebration of field sports, from a follower rather than a master of any of them. My mother has often lamented the frightful damage my father did to my overdraft from an early age to the present day by encouraging me in expensive rural passions. I have to say that I do not regret
  a penny (not even the bill for that week in Norway in which we never glimpsed a salmon). The countryside has given everything back to me in generous and happy measure.


  
    MAX HASTINGS

  


  Guilsborough Lodge,


  Northamptonshire
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  GREAT EXPECTATIONS


  ONE DAY, SEVERAL seasons ago, one of the four guns in our little shoot was away and sent the sons of two friends to take his
  pegs. At the first drive, half a dozen pheasants flew over one of these London guests, a pleasant young man of twenty-four or so, and were roundly missed.


  Afterwards, our keeper had a discreet little moan about marksmanship. He and I seldom disagree, but we did on this occasion. I said that I could never get cross about anybodys shooting,
  unless he was dangerous. These two guests had told me how few days they ever got and they were touchingly pleased to have this one. More than that, I remembered so vividly how poorly I shot myself
  at their age. To explain: nowadays I sometimes shoot badly. In those days, I did so with frightful consistency.


  Unless one is lucky enough to be born the son of a great estate owner, it is a painful and frustrating business growing up with a passion for shooting. Among the landless,
  until we are past thirty, few of us either have the money to pay for our own sport or enough well-placed friends to invite us to share theirs.


  My father, Macdonald Hastings, was an enthusiastic syndicate shooter. More than that, he was the author of several books on the sport and had ghost-written a well-known textbook by the gunsmith
  Robert Churchill, Churchill on Game-shooting. I grew up in a house full of guns, books about guns and sporting equipment of every kind.


  My father sometimes took me to stand behind him at the marvellous Iliffe shoot at Yattendon in Berkshire, although, characteristically of childhood, my clearest recollection is of an autumn
  partridge day when I grew bored and stuck a row of empty cartridge cases on my fingers. One of them proved to contain a bee. There are other childish memories: of the misery of being sent to walk
  through a field of kale among a line of beaters who, unlike me, were wearing waterproof leggings; of the odd day decoying pigeons in the stubble with a 20-bore, my first gun; of a pioneering trip
  to Scotland, which I adored, where I shot my first grouse at fourteen  it was ten years before I had the chance to shoot another.


  My early teenage enthusiasm, though, was founded upon the frail foundation of not more than a dozen days a year when I went out with a gun, perhaps three of them with my father. He did not rent
  any Scottish sport to which he could take a boy, confining himself instead to grouse and salmon parties with male chums. Occasionally, we shared target practice on the lawn with a .22. I never went
  to a shooting school then. Since I dont believe many of us improve at anything unless we are coached, perhaps it is not surprising that my principal recollection is of how badly I shot. How
  many cartridges did I fire for each bird I brought down? Seven, eight, nine? Something like that. I never seemed to get any better and the knowledge depressed me. Then, when I was sixteen and my
  father was a little over fifty, he lost his own interest in killing things and gave up shooting.


  His enthusiasm for spectating and writing about sport persisted, but his access to it was gone. Perhaps once a year, a kindly local farmer invited me to join a walking-up day.
  However the equation then was much as it will always remain: if you are seen to shoot badly, it is unlikely that anybody will be in a rush to ask you again. People are most commonly asked to shoot
  because they themselves own good shoots; for the pleasure of their wit, marksmanship or celebrity; or in pursuit of commercial advantage. Until one is old enough to have made friends and a way in
  the world, invitations are likely to be few, unless one can reciprocate them.


  The nearest I came to serious sport was leafing through the pages of Shooting Times which I had sent to me at school every week. There was a local farm where I enjoyed a licence to walk
  the hedges, and did so enthusiastically for seven or eight years, shooting a pheasant or two more often than not. I lacked a dog, though, and dogless shooting is ineffectual and frustrating because
  of the difficulties of picking up anything one brings down. Many evenings I sat in my fathers library, leafing through the tales of great Victorian sportsmen, gloomily resigned by my early
  twenties to the feeling that none of the real sport would ever be for me. At twenty-three, I took half a gun I could ill afford in a Hampshire syndicate composed of men much older than myself. I
  shot too badly to enjoy it and found the social side hard-going. At twenty-four, things improved enormously when, with a little group of friends, I took a dogging moor in Sutherland, of which more
  later. A passion was born that has never since deserted me, for both Sutherland and shooting over pointers. Yet, even through the years of repeat visits that followed, down south in the winter I
  found few invitations and still missed legions of pheasants when I did go out. I made a note in my gamebook, just short of my thirtieth birthday, about the absurdity of being so fond of shooting,
  yet having so few opportunities to do it, and using them so poorly when I did so.


  It was not until I was ten years older and made a conscious resolution to do something about my marksmanship that the perspective began to change. I put myself in the hands of the splendid
  Michael Rose at the West London shooting school. Session by session, Michael began to move me step by painful step, from being a very poor shot, to becoming an adequate one. Now,
  this is where the sad part comes in. Very early on, Michael made me empty my mind of all the old ideas on which I had been reared  of my fathers Churchill-inspired teaching of
  the theory of automatic allowance. This sometimes worked for men shooting with Churchills short 25-inch barrelled guns, he said, but not for a man shooting with normal 28- or
  30-inch barrels, as I was.


  From the moment that I began to seek to lead the bird in the conventional manner, my aim improved and so too, dramatically, did my enjoyment of the sport. As I approached an age at which I was
  lucky enough not only to be able to pay for good shooting, but to receive a generous share of invitations, I found that I could do something like justice to driven pheasants, even if I was still an
  indifferent performer at grouse. I could not help feeling some sense of betrayal, looking back upon my fathers lifelong commitment to Churchill and his methods. I once cherished the idea of
  revising the book for a modern edition. Today, I feel that it would be dishonest to do so. The technique did nothing for me.


  I felt a little better about it, however, when I came across a fifty-year-old gamebook of my fathers, from a period of a year or two when he noted down his record of cartridges to kills.
  He was averaging around four or five to one, which scarcely spoke well for the influence of Churchill on his own shooting.


  Now that my children are of an age to shoot, I try to give them more chances than I had. That is to say, it remains in their own hands whether or not they want to do it, for I am against driving
  a child in any direction. But if they do, then at our shoot one of them can share my peg. We extend the same invitation to any guests who want to bring sons. I dont think it does much damage
  to the pheasant population and it seems a safer practice than encouraging boys to wander off with the beating line, where they cannot be supervised. At the end of every October, we have a
  boys shoot. This used to take place in January, until we discovered that the birds on those frosty and windy days were too testing for young shots. Nowadays, we find that a walk around the
  outsides at the beginning of the season pleases our sons and usefully shakes up the pheasants.


  In sport, as with everything else, when we are young we think that we can avoid making all the mistakes our parents made. As we get a little older, we understand that we can simply make a
  different set. Today, I see my son sulking a little after missing half a dozen walked-up grouse and I tell him from the heart that I know exactly how he feels, because that is how I felt when I was
  his age, except that I never had six grouse on the trot to shoot at. A few boys are natural shots as teenagers. Most, like the Hastingses pre et fils, are not. For myself, I care
  only that he should master his sport with a decade less pain and frustration than I went through.
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  PATERNAL BLESSINGS


  MANY COUNTRY PEOPLE  indeed, experts on any subject  find it irritating that most of those who make a living by pontificating in
  newspapers or on television are less knowledgeable than themselves. I have seen this myself, when interviewing war veterans for military history books. There comes a moment in their reminiscences
  of bombers over Germany, tanks in Normandy, destroyers in the Arctic, when suddenly they ask themselves why they are telling me the story, rather than making money out of it themselves.


  The answer, of course, is that the only difference between us is that I possess a certain facility with words, which confers an unjust advantage when it comes to telling a tale. And thus it is
  that the majority of those who make television films about nature and the countryside, garage their unblemished Range Rovers in places like Chiswick or East Cheam. They 
  or perhaps we  leech off the knowledge of real countrymen, who live hard lives in remote places. The most barbed exclamation of abuse that is thrown at me by my wife, a forthright
  farmers daughter, goes something like this: Oh, youre so urban! Why dont you take that Shogun of yours back to London where it belongs? This sally is usually
  prompted by my committing some crime, such as wandering around the garden without bothering to put on gumboots and then walking through the house in my shoes, which she says no properly-educated
  countryman would do. Other misdemeanours in the same category include showing signs of impatience with local acquaintances who intercept me rushing somewhere and want to dally for a chat; buying
  unsuitably urban bedding plants for the garden; discussing in a public place the shortcomings of a horse somebody is trying to sell; or suggesting a nameboard at the end of the drive to prevent
  those looking for the house from forever getting lost.


  Most of these sins my wife attributes to my hybrid upbringing, and I am not sure that she is wrong. My father was one of the most successful of the first television generation of country
  commentators and writers, but he, too, spent much of his own life in London and never owned more than nine suburban acres. He possessed an intensely romantic view of the countryside, based upon far
  wider reading than most countrymen aspire to, but only a slender basis of personal experience. Yet he made a long succession of splendid television films about Britains rivers and canals,
  wildlife and birds, farmers and field sportsmen. In the fifties and sixties, he played a significant part in explaining to the urban public some of the realities of rural life, at a time when most
  people in Britain were growing ever more remote from these.


  He wrote a series of detective thrillers set against rural backgrounds. His fictional hero was the elderly chairman of a big insurance company, Montague Cork. Today, the books still give me much
  pleasure, but they are incurably dated. Such women as appear in them are housekeepers, secretaries or remote goddesses to be worshipped rather than invited to bed and the books
  are thickly populated with recent war veterans, evil foreigners and mad squires. Even so, I find Fathers picture in Cork in Bottle of the remoteness and primitiveness of some Norfolk
  coastal villages even in postwar times convincing, if melodramatic.


  My own enthusiasm for Sutherland was first fired by Cork on the Water, a salmon fishing tale that he wrote with the Helmsdale partly in mind. He conveyed splendidly his affection for
  country places, even if his country characters were often stereotypes.


  For a while in the fifties, he edited and part-owned (at ruinous cost to his overdraft) a magazine called Country Fair, to which he attracted marvellous contributors, who wrote about
  rural life in a rather more down-to-earth fashion than some country publications contrive to do today. A. G. Street, who was co-editor and a warm personal friend, was the real article  a
  Wiltshire farmer who turned to authorship only in middle age. Streets books, mostly written in the thirties, are at last being republished in the eighties, and very well they read, too.


  I think Father was regarded by most of his rural acquaintances as a charming eccentric, rather than one of themselves. Like most children, I grew up regarding his behaviour as perfectly normal,
  until I had lived apart from him for long enough to gain a sense of perspective.


  Shooting on the Berkshire Downs in the early fifties, Father liked to end the day with a little target practice using some of the large selection of German automatic weapons he had looted in the
  war. The garden seat at my mothers house still bears the scars of the time I emptied one of his Lugers into it at the age of twelve, supposing that this was a perfectly reasonable Sunday
  afternoon amusement. There was the time, too, when Father became bored by shooting with modern shotguns and turned out with a selection of muzzle-loading flintlocks and percussion-capped weapons.
  These left him wreathed in smoke after every shot and did not do much damage to the partridges. They satisfied his enthusiasm, though, in much the same way as the extravagant firework displays he
  laid on for himself from time to time.


  I believed for a long while that father had devoted most of his sporting life to double-gun shoots on grand estates. It was only when I began to take an interest in his past
  that I learned how little of his childhood or youth had been spent in the countryside. He came to game-shooting only when he rented a very rough shoot in Sussex in the late thirties. I have
  pictures of him in those days, wearing unsuitable clothes and clutching a .22 rifle in a dangerous manner. It was only when he acquired a girlfriend with a more highly-developed sense of country
  standards that he cleaned up both his appearance and his shooting.


  He possessed to a high degree one of the most important attributes of eccentricity  an absolute lack of self-consciousness or self-knowledge. He was never impeded by seeing his actions as
  others might regard them. One day in the early sixties, he took me out from school to go with him to a country house near Haslemere where he planned to do some filming. Before the war, he knew a
  cottage on the estate where lived a seventeenth-century executioner  reputed, indeed, to be the regicide of 1649. As an act of bravado, this character had set in the lintel above his front
  door a wooden representation of a headsmans axe. There, at least, it had been in 1939.


  Lunch with the new and unknown owners of the estate in 1962 proved a trifle sticky, or so it seemed to me as a teenager. They knew nothing about any headsmans axe, but, after coffee, we
  all trooped solemnly down to the cottage and were admitted by a bemused cowmans wife. We inspected the lintel behind the front door. Not only was there no axe, but the wall was newly
  plastered.


  Father was momentarily disconcerted, but quickly recovered. Drawing a penknife from his pocket, he chipped away an inch or two of plaster to get at the wood beneath. Still detecting no signs of
  the axe, he levered away some more plaster, ignoring the increasingly intense hand-wringing going on behind him on the part of the cowmans wife. Several square inches later, he concluded
  that more serious measures were required, and telephoned to Haslemere for professional aid. An hour or two later, most of the wall had been hacked away by the plasterers, or
  rather deplasterers, when an aged yokel stopped to watch, and asked what was going on: You looking for that axe thing? Why, that was taken away to the museum these twenty years ago . .
  . At that moment, the cowman entered and began an extended and impassioned oration with the words: I may not know much about my rights, but I do know . . .


  As we drove away, Father was the only man in that corner of Sussex oblivious to the trail of havoc he had left behind. Hesitantly, I hinted at this: No, no, of course its all right
  boy, you dont understand, he said dismissively, I shall send the mans wife some flowers tomorrow . . . Dear Father.


  I have somewhere at home the angular stainless steel lock handle with which he was presented by the British Waterways Board, for his contribution to public understanding of the national treasure
  we possess in the canal system. I also inherited a collection of impedimenta for brief and vanished enthusiasms that would put Toads boat-house to shame: rabbit nets and ferret lines, powder
  horns and line driers, falcons hoods, spurs with rowels that my wife claims would cause any self-respecting animal-lover to summon the RSPCA, and horsewhips in profusion.


  The last-mentioned items, it must be said, were a trifle fraudulent. Although father always claimed that Hunting, Shooting and Fishing were his pastimes, I doubt whether he rode to hounds more
  than a couple of dozen times in his life, the most recent circa 1950. But affectations of this sort were dear to him. Having formed a picture of himself in his own mind, he was determined to
  stick with it through thick and thin. Unlike many urban countrymen, however, he did not seek after a sanitised image of rural England: Death and sex are the principal business of the
  countryside, he declared with relish and, although a naturally gentle man, his supply of instruments of death would have made Nancy Mitfords Uncle Matthew envious. He sought to
  persuade me that the most efficient means of dispatching a wounded bird was to crush its skull in ones teeth. If I was asked for an abiding image of Father, he would be set in the shooting
  field, a pheasants head between his jaws. Great as was my affection for him, it never extended to emulating this example.


  Although we had some bad-tempered quarrels when I was a teenager, in Fathers later life we found ourselves in accord about almost everything. I admired his essays about the countryside.
  If there are three things that foreigners give us credit for, he wrote, in characteristically romantic mood, . . . these are the lushness of our grass, the beauty of our
  children and the mettle of our horses. Why then, when all three are brought together, do we who speak Shakespeares tongue call the occasion a gymkhana?


  He adored the works of Sir Arthur Bryant, above all the lyrical passages that described the eighteenth-century Agricultural Revolution; and of course Dickens and Surtees. Wessex was his
  favourite region of England, though he also loved Cumberland and Northumberland. I shall say something later of the passion for Scotland that he passed on to me.


  It is remarkable how, for most of us, childhood sensations of enthusiasm or dismay persist for the rest of our lives: I can never stand Surrey, because I was unhappy at school there. However,
  Fathers devotion to Hampshire and Berkshire remains with me, even now the best parts of those counties have become suburbia, the chalk streams corrupted by an excess of tame trout.


  It is seven years since father died, and relatively few people remember his books or television programmes. He never made much money out of them, because he shot the films in that innocent
  period before presenters commanded star salaries and he wrote the books he wanted to, rather than the ones that would sell. I have them all on the shelf beside me now. One of the pleasures of
  coming from a family of writers  I am the third generation  is that, long after they are gone, one can summon up a vivid image of the people they were, by reading their books. Father
  may not have been a true rustic, any more than I am. But he imbued me with a passion for England and the English countryside that I have cherished all my life. If he did something of the same for a
  wider public, then I do not think his contribution was negligible.
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  SCOTTISH IDYLLS


  IN MY TEENS, I formed a romantic enthusiasm for Scotland, based upon a single holiday visit to work on a farm in Invernesshire, where I spent a few days
  on the hill and shot the odd grouse. My father and I also spent a not very productive week fishing seatrout in the voes of the Shetland Islands. My feelings were reinforced by a taste for Scottish
  history and the novels of John Buchan.


  In the spring of 1970, I made up my mind that if I was going to pursue my distant love affair with the Highlands, it was no good waiting for invitations. I rang up that estimable institution
  Messrs Strutt & Parker, and asked them to send me details of Scottish lodges to let, at less than extortionate rents. Five or six sets of particulars dropped through the letter box in the next few weeks. From these, I chose one, more or less at random: the House of Tongue, in Sutherland, on the northern coast of furthest Britain. I knew nothing of
  Tongue, and little more if Sutherland, except that my father loved it. I arranged to take it for a fortnight in September.


  Now, when September came, to my great embarrassment I was sitting among a throng of other newspaper correspondents in the Inter-Continental Hotel in Amman, watching a Jordanian civil war get
  under way. Hour by hour, the situation was deteriorating. The threat of being beseiged for weeks hung over us. After some ruthless chicanery towards my newspaper and the airline industry that does
  not matter here, I escaped from Amman one morning on a plane that subsequently proved to be the last civil flight out of Jordan for days.


  On the way from Heathrow, I stopped for ten minutes at my London flat to change clothes and collect guns and rods. I arrived out of breath on the platform at Euston, just in time to meet my
  father and a cluster of friends whom I had invited to join the party  and share the cost. We clambered on board the Royal Highlander, bound for Inverness.


  Father had a gift for imbuing with magic journeys to places that he cherished. As we rattled north in the dining car, in those long-lost days when night sleepers served dinner, he reminisced
  delightfully about Scotland in general and Sutherland in particular, through half a dozen of those little miniature whisky bottles. None of the rest of us was over thirty, or knew Scotland well. We
  were enchanted. We woke in the morning to look out upon those wonderful final miles past Newtonmore, Aviemore and Carrbridge, until at last we rolled into Inverness and sat down to porridge and
  kippers at the Station Hotel. We had arranged to hire two Land Rovers from a local garage. Once loaded, we set off northwards.


  Father possessed a limitless stock of local anecdotage  of the days when James Robertson Justice kept his beautiful house and falcons on the Dornoch Firth, of old acquaintances such as
  Eric Linklater, and of Glen Grant, the butcher at Dornoch whom father insisted was the finest of his kind in the Highlands. He made us divert thirty unregretted miles to view Grants
  carcasses and buy a cargo of beef.


  It was afternoon before we rounded the hill above the Kyle of Tongue and looked down upon a view that I still think the best in Scotland: the ruined tower on the hill across
  the estuary, the estate farm buildings nestling among the corn stooks, the sea reaching out to the cluster of islands offshore. We drove down through the village towards the sea, searching for a
  glimpse of the house we had come to find. At last, we drew up alongside a large, solid, Victorian edifice that seemed the only place in Tongue large enough to be ours. My heart sank. Had I brought
  a dozen friends more than 600 miles north to spend a fortnight in this? I walked up to the front door and knocked. A face appeared. No, this was not the House of Tongue, but the youth hostel. What
  we were looking for was around the corner.


  Still uncertain, we turned beyond the point, and drove a few hundred yards along the seaside, until we came to a high, grey stone wall with a flagpole on the corner. We turned again, along a
  drive to a long creeper-clad, seventeenth-century house, fronted with flagstones as old as time, encircled by perfectly kept lawns, sheltered from the sea by the garden wall. It is a figure of
  speech to declare that ones heart leapt, but mine did so then. I thought, as I have thought ever since, that this was the most beautiful house in Britain: not grand, not imposing, but simply
  perfectly set amid its surroundings. We ran through the garden, gazing at the borders, still blooming with the sort of flowers that were finished in England in August. I climbed the ladder to stand
  upon the wall, looking down at the Kyle of Tongue, the boat moored at the end of the little stone pier and the essential ingredients of moules marinires clinging to the rocks above
  the tide line among the kelp. The only sounds were the cries of the sea birds.


  The house itself was furnished not in the stark pine of most rented lodges, but in the generous chintzes and tartans of a Scottish country home. Youre very lucky, boy, said
  my father wryly. He was captivated, as I was.


  In the days that followed, we fished the little river Borgie and walked miles over the hills. We took the boat out across the Kyle and had barbecues on the sands of Rabbit Island, where we sat
  marooned until the tide rose again to float our transport. A study of the old gamebooks in the house revealed how the island got its name. Right up to World War II, successive
  Dukes of Sutherland killed rabbits in their hundreds there. In the boat-house also hung a rack of harpoons, testimony to bloodier ducal pastimes.


  We went after mackerel from the tiny, lonely, perfect little harbour at Skerray. I have always enjoyed sea fishing, but we felt embarrassed about what to do with the catch. After one day
  pitching and rolling off the cliffs with our long lines of feathered hooks, we took home over a hundred fish. We ate mackerel for breakfast and mackerel pt for dinner for three days,
  then, rather shamefacedly, tipped the balance off the end of our little pier.


  We decoyed rock pigeons among the stooks along the seashore, crouching in the gorse alongside as the birds fluttered down. A dozen pigeons was a good afternoons bag, but they gave us
  something to do when the weather was too wet to go to the hill.


  Having a passion for fireworks, I had ordered a vast box and we set them off to fine reflective effect above the waters of the Kyle.


  In a true Piccadilly Highlanders gesture, one night we arranged for a piper to drive over from the Strath of Kildonan to play for us. He stood on the end of the garden wall while we
  danced incompetent reels on the flagstones in the darkness outside the front door. The idea provoked fits of giggles among friends who heard about it afterwards. We thought it was wonderful.


  We lived almost entirely off the food of the country: grouse, salmon, trout, kippers, porridge, the odd load of lobsters or
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