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PREFACE

The life of Angus MacPhee seems at times more like fiction than fact – it is difficult not to be reminded of the epic Gaelic stories which were still told in his childhood by old men before peat fires over four or five consecutive nights.

A boy from an island far out in the western ocean, who learned antique traditions before riding away on his horse to become a soldier, who experienced a transformational crisis, who then maintained an almost Trappist silence for the rest of his long life while weaving items that nobody understood from the produce of the fields and woods, before burning them. It sounds like a medieval legend, or a flight of fancy better left to a magical realist. In the twentieth century it seems purely fantastic.

But the facts are true. The story of Angus MacPhee wanders down several captivating country lanes. The tenacious old ways of Celtic Britain; the deracination of a remote and insular culture. The under-celebrated adventures of the Lovat Scouts during the Second World War; the drama of remote islanders being sent to garrison islands even more remote than their own. The scandals and achievements of mental health theory and treatment in the second half of the twentieth century; the troublesome and influential realisations of Outsider Art. The possibility of redemption through creativity; the love of family and place . . .

That is the story of a man who was thought to drift through his own life like an aimless ghost. It is true that Angus MacPhee was robbed of control and direction for a period in his youth. It is also true that he steadily, wilfully won back his character, his substance, and ultimately the place that he loved; the place that for half a century he can only have seen in dreams, but that had inspired the burnt offerings which he made twice a year throughout his adulthood.

One of the many mysteries surrounding Angus MacPhee’s handmade filigrees of grass, leaves and flowers is that none of them survive as they originally appeared and few of them survive at all. To a large extent we can only guess at his achievements.

The creations of what must have been his prime between 1946 and 1977 – those fabled patterns of bright green grass and spring blossoms, the gloves and swallow-tailed coats and hats like sunbursts – were all, with the artist’s consent if not active cooperation, cremated or composted.

Even those that were saved after 1977 were soon distorted and made colourless by the passing of the seasons. Like classical statuary, or forgotten frescos in the eaves of some Calabrian chapel, their verdant beryls, blues, yellows and reds have all been naturally, inevitably reduced to different shades of brown.

But they impress us even in their deterioration, and that is curious. Are we projecting? Is our imagination allowed too free a rein, so we appreciate not something that actually was, but something as we wish it to have been? Is it a freak show – are we wondering not at the quality of an object, but that it was made at all by a mentally handicapped Gael and former mounted soldier from the Western Isles?

It doesn’t matter. During an extraordinary life Angus MacPhee made idiosyncratic objects with unique skills. It is no longer important how we or the critics value them; whether they are described as art, craft or therapy. Their originator was always above and beyond all that, and his weavings have joined him. As he wasted no time giving them marks out of ten, nor need we.

They are in a different place and should be seen from another perspective. The few of his creations that have been preserved are what anthropologists call survivals. They have not only survived from the 1970s and 1980s. They are in essence much older than that. They are living relics of a lost world. They are atavisms. They are like nothing else in twenty-first-century Europe.

They are also symbols of another survival: the endurance, against terrible odds, of the indomitable wit and spirit of Angus MacPhee. That is why we gape.

I would like to thank Angus MacPhee’s nephew and niece, Iain Campbell and Eilidh Shaw, for their time and their invaluable help, and Joyce Laing for guiding me patiently through the long story of her own and Angus MacPhee’s involvement in Art Extraordinary. Without those three people I could not have written this book. Any errors are of course mine, not theirs.

Neither are errors the fault of any of these men and women. . . thanks also to Jackie Agnew, Patrick Cockburn, Maggie Cunningham, Wilma Duncan, Shona Grant, George Hendry, Nick Higgins, Brian Johnstone, Iain MacDonald, the late Jimmy ‘Apples’ Macdonald, Father Michael J. MacDonald, Morag MacDonald, Roddy ‘Poker’ MacDonald, Alasdair Maceachen, Joan Macintyre, Calum MacKenzie, Chris Mackenzie, Linsey MacKenzie, Tommy MacKenzie, Cailean MacLean, Norman ‘Curly’ MacLeod, John McNaught, Donald John MacPherson, Dougie MacPherson, MacTV, Chris Meecham, Mary Miers, Donnie Munro, Rob Polson, Andrew Wiseman and Gus Wylie.

And finally, thanks to Hugh Andrew, Andrew Simmons, Jim Hutcheson, Jan Rutherford and all at Birlinn, to my editor Anita Joseph, and to my agent Stan of Jenny Brown Associates.

Roger Hutchinson

Raasay, 2011
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THE HORSE SOLDIERS

[image: image] ‘Here’s to . . . we never have to do it again.’ [image: image]

Early in September 1939, riders in battledress cantered down a broad, grassy plain on the western edge of Europe. The young men of Uist were going to war again.

They went in the high hundreds from islands whose populations numbered only a few thousand. Crofting families in the Scottish Hebrides were big families, with a surplus of men in their late teens and twenties to offer to the army and the navy.

Over sixty years later an elderly lady, a sister of one of the men of 1939, would gaze from one end of her small South Uist village to the other. In a still, calm voice she recalled how the girl she had been watched the youths depart from every single croft.

‘Two people from that house, somebody from that house,’ she said. ‘Angus from this house, Father MacQueen’s middle brother from that house, two boys from that house . . . They all went the day when war broke out. It was a great adventure for them. They all loved going.’

Some walked to muster, some sailed and some took their horses. The crofters and fishermen of the Outer Hebrides had been for decades willing recruits to the Territorial Army and the Royal Naval Reserve. Drill halls were established in North Uist, Benbecula and South Uist. Teenage boys with few other recreations joined up, learned to parade and do press-ups, and were rewarded by annual excursions to mainland summer camps.

‘It was the best way for getting a fortnight’s holiday away from the island and enjoying yourselves,’ said one Uist man. ‘I don’t think it was patriotism. For some it might have been, but not as far as I was concerned. The other boys went, and you all went for a fortnight to camp and had a good time.’

Most of those army reservists went from Uist early in September 1939 to be infantrymen in the Cameron Highlanders. But some, a self-consciously select minority, rode off to be horse soldiers with the Lovat Scouts. They were a military anachronism in 1939, but they could not be expected to recognise it. They and their animals were the last representatives of an equestrian culture which had flourished on the greensward of western Uist for millennia.

As they rode to war they skirted mile after mile of ground which their people had turned over for grains and root vegetables using horse-drawn ploughs. They passed over the arenas for popular horse races in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They led their mounts through communities which had not yet been colonised by the motor car, the lorry and the tractor.

They rode from all parts of the three distinct islands of North Uist, Benbecula and South Uist. Some districts contributed more horse soldiers than others, by virtue of their greater reliance on horses in everyday crofting life and consequently their superior horsemanship.

One such district was Iochdar at the north end of South Uist. ‘The horses in Iochdar were famous throughout the Uists,’ said a local priest. ‘The Iochdar people have always had the reputation of being “big farmers” and the horses were the most important farm animals. They had to be fed first – every type of croft or farm work depended on them.’

The young Lovat Scouts who rode out of Iochdar on 4 September 1939 included a tall, shy, quietly spoken 24-year-old named Angus Joseph MacPhee – the older brother of that girl who, decades later, would point out one by one the homes of the mobilised men.

Angus and his comrades ignored the main arterial road which ran through the middle of the long island of South Uist. Instead they took their horses – invariably their best and favourite horses – southwards down the machair, along that broad, grassy, westernmost plain, with the Atlantic Ocean surging on their right and the high brown hills of Uist rising on their left, for almost 20 miles until they turned east to the ferry port of Lochboisdale.

Angus MacPhee and the other Lovat Scouts from Iochdar rode proud and erect, in their tunics and their Balmoral bonnets with a diced band, through the busy, familiar townships of the machair. They were almost the only ordinary soldiers from rural Britain to take their horses to the second industrial European war of the twentieth century. They were among the very last active, rather than ceremonial, British horse soldiers.

They were also the only members of the British Army whose horses’ bridles were traditionally hand-plaited from coastal marram grass.

The Lovat Scouts had first been raised 40 years earlier by the 14th Lord Lovat, Simon Joseph Fraser, whose extensive hereditary estate encircled Beaufort Castle and the towns of Kiltarlity and Beauly in the eastern Scottish Highlands.

In 1900 Simon Fraser was a 29-year-old former officer in the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders. He decided to aid his country’s war against the Boers in South Africa by assembling a regiment which would utilise the unique rough-country field craft, mettle and clannishness of the Highland estate stalker and ghillie.

The Lovat Scouts had a good Boer War (‘half wolf and half jackrabbit’, said their American major, Frederick Burnham) and, a few years later, an even better First World War. On the Western Front in 1916 they turned their rifle sights from the stag to the Hun, and formed the British Army’s first company of snipers.

In the peace of 1922 the Lovat Scouts were re-formed as a Territorial Army unit with a complement of about 400 soldiers. They were divided into three squadrons. ‘A’ Squadron recruited from mainland Inverness-shire, and ‘C’ Squadron from the other northern Highland counties of Sutherland, Ross-shire and Caithness. There was overlap between their geographical constituencies, but the other detachment, ‘B’ Squadron, was chiefly the Hebridean island unit. ‘B’ Squadron took men specifically from North Uist, Benbecula, South Uist and Skye, reinforced by some other Gaelic speakers from the western mainland.

Between 1922 and 1939 the Lovat Scouts held 16 summer camps to which the Uist men took their own horses – all but one of them in the mainland Scottish Highlands at such places as Strathpeffer, Nairn and (heavy with folk-memory) Culloden.

Michael Leslie Melville, an officer with the Lovat Scouts between 1936 and 1951 and a historian of the regiment, remembered those pre-war camps with affection. ‘It was demanding work and seemed quite “up-to-date”,’ wrote Melville.

In some of the schemes Major Bill Whitbread, piloting his own aircraft, even represented the Luftwaffe, to the ponies’ occasional alarm.

One remembers Sports days with perpetual piping and sunshine, when the highlights were the V.C. race [wherein a horse and jockey would make the outward ride solo, but collect a pillion passenger for the return leg] and inter-Squadron tug-of-war and when old Scouts, some of them very old, came great distances to see the fun.

The officers were kindly invited to the annual Sergeants’ Mess Concert and Ceilidh at which the best musical talent in the Regiment was mustered – an evening of inspired fiddle music, piping, Gaelic song and the ‘mouth music’, with many good tales thrown in.

In 1935 and 1936 the War Office, motivated by ominous events in central Europe, reviewed its regimental functions. It was decided that the Lovat Scouts should be a fully mounted observer regiment of 580 men. Their job would not be that of traditional cavalry, but ‘to provide mobile troops for duties of reconnaissance and protection, probably in a minor theatre of war’.

They formed a link between the new world and the old. By the late 1930s the Lovat Scouts, which just 20 years earlier had become the first sharpshooter corps, was the last mounted reconnaissance troop attached to the British Army. The men of the far north and west, who had ridden with Calgacus, Bruce and Wellington, were the ultimate representatives of chivalric warfare from their islands.

In 1933 the 15-year-old Donald John MacPherson of Claddach Baleshare on the west coast machair of North Uist went along to Bayhead Drill Hall and joined the Cameron Highlander Territorials.

‘But I was daft about horses,’ said Donald John. ‘Keen on horses. I loved horses – I used to ride bareback, with my hands waving free. And so four years after I joined I was referred from the Camerons to the Lovat Scouts – with the horses. I only did one camp with the Lovat Scouts, in 1938. There was an awful lot of horses with the Scouts. A lot of men from the islands with horses. We used to have competitions in the camp – horse races and the like.’

Angus MacPhee of Iochdar, who was also daft about horses, was enlisted in 1934 to the Lovat Scouts Territorial Army unit at Carnan Drill Hall, a couple of miles east of his home.

In peacetime, both men were accustomed to equipping their precious ponies with bridles and other accoutrements expertly woven from the thick, strong strands of marram grass which proliferated on the dunes of western Uist.

‘We used marram grass horses’ collars,’ said Donald John MacPherson. ‘We never made them, but we bought them from Neil MacVicar in Baleshare. He made horses’ collars for pulling the cart from marram grass. MacVicar’s family, his boys, used to make them and sell them in the district.’

In Iochdar, Angus MacPhee did not have to buy woven marram grass. He had known how to make it since boyhood. ‘In the ’30s and the ’20s they could weave with grass,’ said Angus’s sister Peigi, ‘they could weave with heather, and they could make the marram grass . . . that’s what the old houses were all thatched with, that’s what my father would thatch with.’

As August turned into September in 1939 the lives of Angus MacPhee and Donald John MacPherson, which had been connected hitherto by the same Gaelic language and culture, Hebridean lifestyle and military affiliation, but separated by two tidal strands and the small island of Benbecula, converged beneath the clouds of a late summer war.

On Thursday 31 August the British fleet mobilised and the men of the Royal Naval Reserve were called up. The next day, Friday 1 September, Nazi Germany invaded Poland, to whom the United Kingdom was bound by treaty.

‘That Friday night,’ said Donald John MacPherson, ‘I was as usual in my bed, reading a book, and a knock came to the door at one o’clock in the morning. It was them calling us out, to be at Bayhead Drill Hall the next day, Saturday morning at eleven o’ clock. We were told then that on Monday we were going away. We got our uniforms from the drill hall, went back and got the horse.’

On Saturday 2 September, as Donald John MacPherson and Angus MacPhee were collecting their uniforms and instructions from Bayhead and Carnan drill halls in North Uist and South Uist respectively, compulsory military service for all British men between the ages of 18 and 41 was announced.

On Sunday 3 September 1939, as the two Uist men were attending their last church services at home for a very long time, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain declared war on Germany.

Donald John MacPherson’s courageous Second World War lasted until 1945 and would take him across two continents. Angus MacPhee was beginning an uncharted journey which would occupy the remainder of his long life. Donald John went to North America and southern Europe, and returned alive to tell the tales. Angus went to unmapped places, in which he had to create his own means of expression and realise a lonely, simple and precious form of solace. He would never properly return.

Over 100 Lovat Scouts left North Uist, Benbecula and South Uist on Monday 4 September. Donald John MacPherson put on his uniform and mounted his ‘lovely’ mare Jessie. A few hundred yards up the track from their family house his sister Morag took his photograph. Then he rode east to the North Uist pier at Lochmaddy, took a steamer with the other 30 North Uist members of ‘B’ Company to the mainland railhead at Kyle of Lochalsh, and both Jessie and Donald John were transported by train from Kyle to the Lovat Scouts’ muster at Beauly, a small market town north-west of Inverness.

Further south in Benbecula somebody had the bright idea of mustering the local unit in the back yard of a celebrated howff called the Creagorry Inn. Lieutenant Simon MacDonald had been sent from the mainland by way of Skye on a fishing boat to shepherd the Uist section of ‘B’ Company safely to Beauly. The young officer arrived at Creagorry and ‘spent what seemed like hours exhorting, pleading and eventually driving troopers out of the ever-open bar . . . Then the minister [probably, in that island at that time, a Roman Catholic priest] had a word with each man and finally we got separated from the weeping female attachments, and rode forth bravely into the waters of the ford [to South Uist] . . . The scene was not unmoving, the pipes playing, relatives waving from the shore and the horses splashing through the water.’

In Iochdar that morning, Angus MacPhee sat in uniform, his kit slung over his saddle and a cigarette hanging rakishly from the corner of his mouth, astride what he would later describe as ‘a fine gelding’. One of his sisters took his photograph. Then he rode south with his friends, up the South Uist machair to Lochboisdale. Those who could do so took their own mounts. Those who could not borrowed horses from other crofters and then sold them to the army, posting the money back to the original owners.

The late summer weather had been deteriorating ever since the declaration of war. Low cloud obscured the hills, and the watercourses which ran from the east into the western ocean were swollen by heavy rain. Seven miles south of Iochdar the horses and riders had trouble crossing the burn which ran at full spate through the township of Howmore. They were regaled on their journey by a veteran of the First World War, Farrier Sergeant MacRury of Benbecula, telling his fellow Scouts of a telegram he had supposedly received that very morning. ‘How much to remain neutral?’ Sergeant MacRury’s message had read. ‘Signed, Hitler.’ MacRury’s reply was uncompromising. ‘Nothing doing,’ he signalled Berlin. ‘We’ll fight it out same as last time! Signed, MacRury.’

South of Howmore, the high walls of Stoneybridge School rose out of the mist like a fortress. They gathered their ponies inside the school’s stone walls, lit a fire in the schoolroom, were given ‘a splendid evening meal’ by Stoneybridge women, and settled down for the night.

At about 9.30 p.m. a terrific thunderstorm erupted and many of the 70 ponies broke loose. The Scouts dashed outside and spent ‘a couple of soggy hours catching them and re-wiring them by the light of the lightning’. The storm passed and gave way to black night. At a dawn parade all the ponies were miraculously discovered still to be present at Stoneybridge School, but one was dead. A Court of Inquiry later determined that it had been struck by lightning. Lieutenant Simon MacDonald notified the police and asked them to dispose of the body. He took the horse’s blanket, headcollar and surcingle on south, with his surviving ‘damp but cheerful band’ augmented by Lovat Scouts Territorials from the villages of the middle and south of Uist, to Lochboisdale.

At Lochboisdale pier, while Simon MacDonald was signing receipts for some 80 ponies, his soldiers repaired to the adjacent Lochboisdale Hotel for a final dram. To the lieutenant’s great relief the hotel’s proprietor, a future captain of the local Home Guard named Finlay Mackenzie, voluntarily closed his own bar until the soldiers’ boat sailed. It left the deep sheltered harbour of Loch Boisdale with bagpipes wailing from the decks and darkness falling, and immediately ran into another tremendous storm.

They were embarked on a MacBrayne’s passenger and goods steamer which had been requisitioned for their sea crossing to Kyle of Lochalsh. On that second full night of the Second World War the ship sailed with no lights showing, across the Minch through a strong, gusting wind and driving rain. She steered westerly past the Small Isles of Canna, Rum and Eigg, up the Sound of Sleat and through the Kylerhea narrows. From Kyle, they too were taken by train to join the MacRaes and MacKenzies and Frasers of the Highland glens at the great muster in Beauly.

In the first week of the war almost 500 Lovat Scouts congregated in Beauly from all corners of the north of Scotland. The islanders of ‘B’ Squadron were quartered at the Beaufort Home Farm, in what Donald John MacPherson described as ‘a big shed’. Another member of ‘B’ Squadron, Donald John MacKenzie from Kintail, said that on the farm ‘chaos ruled mainly’.

We slept in the byre on the concrete floor with three blankets, straw palliasse and pillow and boy was it cold and hard. We had some soup and stew to eat out of tin bowls and plates which when washed were stacked on the trestle tables in the open. When you went for breakfast in the morning they were stuck together by rust having not been dried. A couple of warmer days later we either picked the maggots out of those bowls and tins or did without any food.

We had billet guard and picket on horse-lines to do. The ponies were tied six feet apart to a rope stretched between two strainers and heel stops on one rear leg and a pin hammered into the ground to keep them from turning round and kicking each other to bits. Those on guard when off duty slept under the belt for driving the threshing mill and often the rats slid down the belt and jumped off to land on a sleeping body.

One chap who had some grease spilt on his puttees (we wore puttees, britches and spurs) had the strap of his puttee eaten clean through by a rat. We eventually got good at killing them with our bayonets.

At first they kept their horses and stayed in the Highlands. Second Lieutenant Michael Leslie Melville remembered that during the winter of 1939–40, ‘Training was carried out in riding and horse-management, drill both mounted and on foot, weapon-training and shooting, spying and observation, map-reading and compass work, signalling and reporting, night training, anti-gas precautions . . .’

‘Our main task for the first period of time,’ said Donald John MacKenzie, ‘was looking after and training the ponies, being kitted out with saddles and fighting equipment’.

We trained in front of Beaufort Castle on the ponies. They went round in a wide circle and on command we slid off the tail end of our ponies and jogged by the side of the following one for a bit and then sprang off the ground on to the pony’s back and this went on for some time. Included in the scheme was sitting back to front, sideways, on our backs, on our bellies on the back of the ponies, always with the pony trotting in a circle. For the first while we were very stiff and sore all over, especially our posteriors as we spent hours in the saddle or bareback, but soon we were very competent riders.

One squadron swam its ponies across the River Beauly in midwinter spate. Another rode through the county seat of Dingwall wearing gas masks, prompting a letter to the Ross-shire Journal which wondered why their horses had no such protection. They played football and shinty and badminton, and were entertained by Sir Harry Lauder. They were sometimes allowed rough game shooting, and when they were not they poached pheasant. The Lovat Scouts was a largely Gaelic-speaking regiment, and in ‘B’ Squadron little else was heard. At that time over 90 per cent of the Uist population spoke Gaelic as a native first language, and roughly 30 per cent spoke no English. The islanders’ non-commissioned officers usually gave instructions and orders in Gaelic, introducing such terms as ‘Bren gun’ and ‘respirator’ to its vocabulary.

They were given a thorough medical inspection. Fifteen Scouts were discharged as unfit for service, and another 21 were limited to Home Service. Those 36 men did not include Trooper Angus MacPhee from Iochdar.

After seven months spent training in the hills and glens of the eastern Highlands, early in April 1940 the Lovat Scouts were sent to stables and billets near Sutton-on-Trent in the English Midlands. The Hebrideans and the horses of ‘B’ Squadron entrained at Beauly Station. The population of the town turned out to wave them off, and to hear the strains of their pipes disappear quickly down the track to Inverness, the Scottish Lowlands and the south.

The truth was that by the spring of 1940, the British Army did not know what to do with its mounted Highland soldiers and their garron ponies. The war had not turned out as might have been anticipated in 1936. The Lovat Scouts’ deployment to ‘a minor theatre of war’, which had been mooted four years earlier, no longer seemed practical. ‘A minor theatre of war’ had probably suggested some distant, trackless part of the British Empire which required policing.

In April 1940 any such ambition was almost redundant. The conflict seemed likely to be a battle of survival for the two main Allies, Britain and France. The Soviet Union and Nazi Germany had signed a non-aggression pact and carved up Poland. Fascist Italy had thrown in her lot with the German Axis. Finland was engaged and neutralised by the Soviets. Adolf Hitler clearly had his eye on the other militarily vulnerable nations of Scandinavia and the Low Countries as well as France. If they all fell – as they would – the archipelago of islands which comprised the United Kingdom would be isolated and effectively surrounded.

In such interesting times the Lovat Scouts arrived in Nottinghamshire. Their commanding officers had tried to get them posted across the Channel to help with the defence of France, but it was decided that ‘the flat country of Flanders can hardly be considered the ideal terrain for the employment of the Lovat Scouts’. Some mention was made of Palestine, where the army’s residual equine – rather than mechanised – cavalry regiments were already deployed, but as quickly forgotten.

Instead, Angus MacPhee, Donald John MacPherson, Donald John MacKenzie and most of the rest of ‘B’ Squadron found themselves getting off a train at Sutton-on-Trent on 6 April 1940 and making their way to civilian billets in such manorial English hamlets as Kelham and East Markham. They were in fact just 30 miles from Derby, where almost
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