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Mala chaol is beul tana,

Slios mar fhaoileig na mara,

’S cuailean cuachach nan dual

Sìos mu ghualainn mo leannain.

NIALL MacLEÒID, Gleann Dail, Eilean Sgitheanach.

(Clàrsachan Doire, 1883)

Fine brow and slender mouth,

skin like the seagull of the waves

and ringletted tresses

down around the shoulders of my love.

NEIL MacLEOD, Glendale, Isle of Skye

(First published in Clàrsachan Doire, 1883)

The inhabitants of St Kilda take their measures from the

flight of those fowls, when the Heavens are not clear, 
as from a sure compass.

A Late Voyage to St Kilda, Martin Martin (1698).
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Opening / Fosgladh

DURING MY YEARS in the Central Belt, I discovered there was no greater innocent abroad than the city-dweller listening to tales about life in the islands.

Working in a city centre office, I would amuse myself by providing my colleagues with all sorts of little legends and stories – that our TV was fuelled by a gas canister and one had to light a fuse before settling down to watch the night’s entertainment; that the average Free Church sermon lasted for six long, pandrop-sooking hours on a Sunday (and four hours mid-week when barley sugars were provided); that gangs of kirk elders roamed the village looking to berate any young woman who slipped on a pair of jeans; that the Gaelic term for a dungaree-clad man who scattered seaweed on crops was a ‘feminist’ (this legend was based on the fact that the Gaelic translation for ‘seaweed’ was a word with a similar sound, feamainn). As these tales continued, the greater the gap between their lips grew. They gaped as they swallowed every story, never inclined to treat my words with any grain of scepticism, the slightest morsel of doubt…

In doing this, I was following in a long Highland and Hebridean tradition – one of feeding and fuelling the gullibility of visitors. When Martin Martin visited St Kilda at the end of the 17th century, locals would point one of their prehensile toes in the direction of a ledge of rock jutting out into clear sky and say; ‘That’s where the young men have to stand on their tip-toes before they’re allowed to get married. It’s a way of proving that they can look after a wife and offspring when that time comes.’ The young mainlander would nod sagely when this – and so much else – was said to him, never considering that the words might be in jest.

This phenomenon – the unwillingness to question what is said about the islands, the acceptance that whatever the locals might tell a visitor is gospel, still exists today. This has generated all sorts of legends about these parts of our periphery. Centuries ago, for instance, a writer travelled to my native parish of Ness and discovered that the worship of the sea-god, Shonnie, was still going on; a few of the local lads even wading into the ocean to baptise the waves with a flagon of ale to convince him of this fact. More recently, one respected Scottish journalist made a similar pilgrimage. He ended up in a local pub with a couple of bachelors who informed him of their difficulties in obtaining girlfriends because of the shortage of young women in the district. One of them added to the story by supplying their visitor the information that the district had the highest percentage of blow-up dolls in the country. That particular burst of suppressed and pumped air made its way into the pages of a quality newspaper.

Many of these stories cluster around drink and religion. The power and might of the church is often exaggerated in tales of the periphery. So likewise are legends of the gallons of drink the natives consume. Also prevalent is the cartoon-like figure of the easy-going crofter, only too content to idle out his days with his hands firmly fixed in his pockets. If I had a penny for every time I heard someone from the Central Belt come out with the tired joke about whether Gaels had a word like mañana tucked away in their vocabulary, I would be able to walk up the village road with a loud jingle accompanying my every movement – unlike someone of my father’s ilk, whose ‘sense of urgency’ often saw him going out to work in the peats or down the croft after completing a day’s employment.

Then there is the other extreme, the mythologising of people from places like the Hebrides. It is sometimes hard to walk down the street in, say, Tarbert, Harris, without encountering someone who, in a sentimental book about the Tweed industry, has not been described as a ‘Celtic goddess’, the writer having been in raptures about her ‘twinkling eyes’ and ‘the lilt of her voice’. One can see this tendency in the 19th century song collector Alexander Carmichael’s boast that he had ‘kissed a St Kildan lass’. When the reader discovers that she was ‘a little beauty with dark brown eyes and fresh complexion about 10 or 11 years’, one’s suspicions about the reasons for regarding her in such ideal terms are fully reinforced. Some visitors – both in the past and present – view the people they come across in the Hebrides as being unlike their urban counterparts, unspoiled and magical, innocent children of Nature rather than marred and affected by the problems of – what they perceive as – ‘civilisation’. Carmichael’s behaviour shows this unfortunate tendency to mythologise people at its absolute and unhealthiest extreme, personified in the young girl he wishes to kiss. Transformed by the landscape they inhabit, the people these travellers come across have also become ‘sublime’.

Underlying all these stories is a series of inaccurate stereotypes. They feature the clash between ancient and modern, cynicism and ‘knowledge and an idealised innocence’, simple and complex, past and present. This is the language of colonialism, where the visitors are always sharp and innovative while the residents are mired in their own backwardness. This attitude is best illustrated by the words of the one of England’s most well-known travellers around the wilds of Scotland, the legendary figure of Dr Samuel Johnson. He apparently declared that ‘the poetry of St Kilda must be very poor,’ as the island had ‘so very few images’. No doubt he would have been surprised by the work of such writers as Ted Hughes or Gerard Manley Hopkins, even the nursery rhyme ‘Who killed Cock Robin’.

One suspects that many of these legends are down to a simple misunderstanding of the nature of the natives by visitors to the North. They seem to believe that because islanders talk slowly, they must also think slowly. However, a little thought and consideration might reveal why so many in the north-west speak in this slow, patient way. The English language has only been familiar to them for one or two generations. With every word a potential man-trap, they speak it with great accuracy and care. One can see this legacy in writers such as Iain Crichton Smith, Norman MacCaig and George Mackay Brown. Each of them had a Gaelic-speaking mother. These women would have – at least in their early years – made their way tentatively through the difficulties of a new language, forced to weigh up the worth and value of each word. It was a skill their sons inherited – as well as, too, that other part of their Gaelic inheritance; a relish for a well-told and crafted tale.

There was, some 80 years ago, one particular island where this tendency was very clearly seen, where ‘tale-telling’, like mythology, was commonplace. This is St Kilda – the island at Scotland’s furthest edge. Stories and songs, often told around the fireside, bound the community together. It was within this tradition in St Kilda that the ‘deadpan look’ which fooled Martin Martin and so many other visitors to its shores was masterfully developed. No doubt a few ‘shaggy dog’ (or ‘shaggy cormorant’) stories were told to both guest and islander alike. All in all, these perpetrated a number of myths about the island that are still stored away today. These include the legends that involve the various stones around the island, the Amazon’s House with its formidable female resident and the saga of the Parliament where the men gathered to discuss and debate what they planned to do that day. (There was one of these in our village on Lewis too, which met and quarrelled on occasion. We gave it the considerably less grandiose title of the Grazings Committee).

There were also, of course, the legions of seabirds which flew around the cliffs and skerries. People ate them too in Lewis, South Uist, Islay and Tiree – the gannet, puffin, guillemot, shag, whatever they could get their talons on. At that time and even for decades afterwards, there was nothing special about the diet of the St Kildan. It was common throughout the north. Even today, it might be possible to pick up a puffin or guzzle guga in Reykjavik or Tórshavn. The only exception to that is the blessed bird, the fulmar which, until relatively recently, only nested on its shores.

Even now, when the island is long empty, people continue to project their fantasies on the vacant buildings of Main Street, the cliffs of Conachair. Chief among these ideas is the myth that St Kilda (or Hiort, its Gaelic name) was a socialist utopia until civilisation – and the church specifically – came to ruin it. They point out, for instance, that unlike Foula in Shetland which had a more ‘free enterprise’ and individualistic society where each household had its own section of ‘cliff-face’ and were allowed to gather their birds only from there, the men of St Kilda had a greater sense of community, harvesting sea-fowl for all who lived upon the island and sharing the catch out according to people’s needs and requirements. For all that writers idealise this tradition, it seems to me that there must always have been tensions and small resentments between the individuals involved in these labours. I have taken part in enough tasks like the gathering of peats or the harvesting of potatoes to be aware that there will always be muttered comments directed at those who are seen not to be pulling their weight.

The Free Church is certainly seen as the villain in many of these pantomime stories; a mention of its name elicits a chorus of hisses and boos from modern commentators, many believing that it destroyed the beautiful society which was in place before its arrival. The Glasgow Herald writer, Robert Connell, writes rather nostalgically and unrealistically of the ‘good old days of cake and ale, before the Disruption, when whistling was not yet a sin, and when fiddling and piping, and even dancing, were not unknown in St Kilda’. The modern writers, Tom Steel and Charles Maclean, go further in this view. Steel argues that the islanders were ‘a simple, credulous people’ who were ‘made slaves’ by ‘the stern faith of the Free Church’. Charles Maclean believes that as a result of the Talibanesque activities of the Free Church and the arrival of the missionary Macdonald of Ferintosh in 1822, what ‘little culture the St Kildans possessed… had long since died’.

Life is rarely that simple. There is an alternative view, one which claims that among all the visitors who came to Village Bay, missionaries and preachers were the only ones who ever placed any value on the humans who lived on the island. Instead of seeing them as misfits whose presence marred the magnificent landscape – the Glasgow Herald journalist Connell mocked one woman for possessing ‘ankles like a rhinoceros’ and for walking ‘like that interesting but inelegant creature’ too. Visitors described them as ‘wingless bipeds’, their singing resembling ‘a pack of hyenas’. They were ‘elephant-ankled, fishy-smelling bipeds’ (‘St Kilda and the Sublime’, Fraser MacDonald) that Victorian travellers skirted around in Main Street.  Missionaries, on the other hand, saw them as souls to be saved, people who had to be given the opportunity to find the right path to salvation. On an island mired in poverty, where so many were lost in their early years, it could be argued that the church, far from destroying the community, did much to sustain it. It offered the people of the island an alternative set of values, a way of asserting their own self-esteem, especially when they measured their own lack of material success against those wealthy visitors who paraded around Village Bay in the summer months (peculiarly, when they examined their lack of spiritual wealth, the St Kildans often felt sorry for them). It was valuable, too, as a source of strength when they lost children in infancy or were forced to deal with the results of a stumble or fall from the cliffs. Rightly or wrongly, it granted them the hope that they would meet with their loved ones once again in Heaven, restoring the family bond that had been broken on this earth.

There are more myths. In the opening pages of a recent novel about St Kilda, a young minister’s wife is attacked by a flock of skuas soon after she lands in Village Bay, causing her to lose her unborn child. As this occurred in the 1830s, this is about as likely as a Concorde sweeping down over the heads of the characters in a Dickens novel. The skua (or bonxie as it is known in the far north) only started nesting in the Hebrides at roughly the same time that the steel bird took wing, during the 1970s. This cannot be deemed a mere detail: the appearance of these birds in the book shows a fundamental misunderstanding of life on the island. In any case, what the people of Village Bay would have done if ever a piratical bird arrived in the vicinity of Conachair (a rival for their harvest of puffins, fulmar and petrels) was destroy their eggs; the birds killed. None of the false sentimentality that inspired aristocracy like the Lairds of Unst, the Edmonston family who strove to protect the existence of the skua, would ever have perched or nested for a moment in the island far to the west.

And so to this book, which I have put together with my friend, artist Doug Robertson, who, for all his origins on Scotland’s east coast, now lives in the far south-east of England. Despite the distance between us, there is little doubt that our imaginations spark off one another, often as if we were occupying the same small room. There are times when we make suggestions to each other, improving and sharpening our original ideas. His drawings help me to develop my own ideas, and there is little doubt that my writings do much the same for him. There are occasions when we draw on truths to generate and create our art-work. The last sermons attended by the St Kildans, for example, inspired both Doug’s drawings and my writing. The importance of stone in the life of all islanders has also provided inspiration; these include the cairns erected on cliff-tops for generations by those who dwell upon their shores, providing men with landmarks, making particular headlands look distinctive when they fish near an island’s coast. On a larger, spiritual scale, they even include Callanish and the monolithic Clach an Truiseal on my native isle.

The Guga Stone takes place in the head of Calum Mackinnon, an islander who has been sent to guard the islanders’ property in the years after their departure. There is truth in this. The St Kildans’ homes were indeed vandalised a short time after their belongings had been mainly cleared and doors closed. Someone was sent back to Main Street in a bid to protect the assets they had left behind. Mackinnon’s thoughts veer back and forth as he contemplates various aspects of life in Village Bay and its surroundings. He remembers the departure, the flight and patterns of birds, mainland visitors, the origins of its people and its myths and landmarks. He even (much less realistically) considers the Second World War with its plane crashes, the new life that will come to the island’s shoreline with its Rocket Range, how the natives of St Kilda will survive in their exile as they live out their days on the mainland, how a new generation of visitors – such as the incoming archaeologists, botanists and ornithologists – will adjust to life in a newly refurbished Main Street after decades of these houses standing empty.

Mad? Bonkers? Fictitious? Undoubtedly. Yet, nevertheless, I would argue that there is a kind of truth in the pages that follow. It belongs to the world which the St Kildans and other islanders inhabited, where there was poetry, story, legend and seabirds all around. Mostly, however, it incorporates the spirit of winding up the visitor that was prevalent for centuries in the mind of both the Highlander and Islander – for all that they may or may not have mentioned such phenomena as the existence of the clockwork fulmar or the St Kildan goth movement in their tales.

Read the following pages. Work out for yourself what is – and is not – to be believed.

Donald S. Murray

June 2013


Prologue / Ro-ràdh
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AFTER THE FIRST FORTNIGHT, Calum Mackinnon decided it might be better if he stopped talking to sheep and seabirds. He had the notion they were beginning to look at him oddly, as if they were starting to resent the way he kept intruding into their grazing or the manner in which they dipped and dived for fish. Instead, he wandered round the houses of Main Street, drumming at the doorway of each house with his fingers as he passed.

‘Madainn mhath, Iain… Good morning, John…’ he might say.

‘Feasgar mhath, Raonaid… Good evening, Rachel.’

For the first while, no one answered him, apparently preferring the gloom and silence that surrounded them in their homes to any human company. Undaunted, he might sit outside their houses and tell them what had brought him to these shores again.

‘It was after those idiots came here,’ he explained, speaking of how his exile had come to an end. He had been asked to return after a group of fishermen had arrived on the island, shattering windows and smashing doors, damaging roofs, knocking down chimney pots. After all that, some of the sheep and fulmars had succeeded in getting into number 12 and fouling the place. The birds had built their nests where old men and women used to perch for hours, chatting about all that was happening in the narrow confines of the world. He had spent some time cleaning this up, speaking as he did so to a young ram that occasionally felt bold enough to prod its nostrils in his direction; its fear of humans, perhaps, lessened by the fact that there were so few of them around these days.

‘I never knew people could act like that when I was on the island. No idea at all…’

It wasn’t long, however, before the people in the houses started talking to him again. At first, it was the women peeking out of the tartan shawls they wrapped around their faces, squeezing out a word or two.

‘It’s a fine day, Calum… A fine day.’

After that, made bold, perhaps, by their wives and mothers talking, it was the turn of the men to begin using their voices. At first, they might remonstrate with him. The missionary would quote Spurgeon in his direction, trying to bring his endless conversations to a halt.

‘There are times when solitude is better than society, and silence is wiser than speech,’ he might say, bringing his finger to his lips in an attempt to hush him.

But for all his advice, talk returned to the island, as slowly and determinedly as the tide. It might be Ferguson rambling on about his work in the Post Office, all the people for whom he stamped mail and postal orders during his years behind that counter.

‘They came from all over, Calum. Oban. Glasgow. Edinburgh. Even America…’

Or others talking about how they had lost sons on the cliff-faces, trying to capture the seabirds that still reeled above his head like those from his own household who had died near the rock they called the Mackinnon Stone. They were the ones who had coped. They were the ones who had survived in this place.

Slowly the tales and verses began to echo, the words he had heard in all the different houses he visited on the island…


Departure / A’ fàgail Hiort
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Sphagnum Moss

Sphagnum moss remembers. It recalls

the touchdown of each lark that tumbles

down upon its surface, the slightness of that weight

recorded in the tendrils of each stem. It anticipates

the appetites of flocks which graze

upon that wasteland when the rare haze

of summer-heat crisps heather.

The constant tide and toll of weather.

Snow concealing peat and turf like surf,

rolling in with weight of dark clouds curving

around the bleak horizon. The persistent smidge of rain

blurring that land’s muted shades year upon damp year again.

And, too, the heavy trudge of boots

which used to stamp upon it in pursuit

of sheep or cattle. Or else stumbling back

homewards just before the black

of night consumed the borders of a bog

stretching wide before soles, the perils of a loch,

perhaps, where a neighbour drowned. Sphagnum moss,

above all, stores the footsteps of those who are now lost,

those residents and denizens of moor

for whom moss feels an absence, their drum of feet

no longer pounding desolation like a heartbeat any more.


Accusing Stone

One of the men bent to clutch

stones to fire at the camera recording

the disorder of their leaving,

granting them no chance

in privacy of grief

to gather their belongings,

make their last peace with home.

And now over the decades,

a single, angry stone

wings from that direction

to crack the lens

allowing us to watch

again

women concealing faces

behind shawl or tweed

in their need

to conceal expressions,

MacQueen trying to outface it

with his defiant stare,

the pace of native feet

as they try to outrun history

the length of that island street.


Mackay’s Last Sermon

After visiting the homes on Main Street,

Mackay’s mouth was awash with the best Lipton’s tea,

that brown liquid swishing round his tongue

while he preached on Exodus that morning,

the fine words of his sermon flowing

over the heads of worshippers till he spoke

of the Red Sea parting,

when the dam of teeth gave way

and, complete with grains of tea-leaves,

that sweet infusion spilled from lips,

gushed from throat,

trickled from his finger-tips,

till flooding down the aisle,

it swirled around his pulpit, 

swept up an unused baptismal font,

the bowls used for collections,

and Gillies and Mackinnon took

the polished wood of pews

and hammered out a vessel

that sailed through the open doors of kirk

sending him into exile,

out the mouth of Village Bay.
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The Day They Were Leaving

The day they were leaving, the islanders carried most of their belongings with them. There were trunks packed with clothes to lower into the vessel that took them from its shores. Tables and chairs were trussed up and tied together. Bedding was folded into the drawers of a cupboard and stuffed into jute sacks. The cuckoo and grandfather clocks given to one of the households a few years before was wrapped in a blanket, taken gently and precariously to a safe place in the hold.

The day they were leaving, the islanders kept some of the items that were most precious to them in their close possession, near to the touch of their fingers, the warmth of their skin. Catriona held, for instance, the love-tokens a mainlander had given her tight within her shawl. There was the brooch the shape of a seabird that – he had said – had been made for her by a silversmith in Fort William. She had placed it in the envelope he had sent, telling her about his life in the small village to which the islanders were going.

‘I am a woodcutter,’ he had written, ‘and am very good at using an axe and a saw. I bring down the tallest and thickest trees faster than any other man around. I would help you by bringing wood for your fire and you would cook fine scones and oatcakes above the flames. You would also make soup, potatoes and fish for me when I come home from working on the trees…’

Not having any idea what the tallest or thickest tree might look like, Catriona was much puzzled by the letter. How did he like his fish to be cooked, she wondered, for she had rarely eaten or prepared it in all her days? On the odd occasion her mother had put one on her plate, she had thought it a pale and tasteless thing, not like the wonderful flavour of the seabirds she loved and relished. And so she sat in the boat, worrying how she could ever make a proper wife for him or any other mainlander. She seemed to be absolutely hopeless at any of the work she would be required to do.

On the day they were leaving, she nestled down beside her brother, Iain, on the boat that took them from the island. He was thinking of those possessions he carried with him in the haversack that hung around his neck. Among them was a scrap-book crammed with bright pictures of amazing birds that Neil, one of those who had left a few years before, had sent him. There were illustrations of the bright and dazzling creatures Neil claimed people captured and cooked on the mainland. Among them was an enormous bird they called an ostrich. Wide-eyed and wondering, Iain took in its long, two-legged stride, huge neck and ugly head, the clutch of feathers that trembled on the tips of its wings and backside.

‘How are we going to catch it?’ he asked himself. ‘And when we do, how will we wrestle it to the ground? How long, too, will we take to pluck it clean of feathers before we can cram it into a pot?’

He pictured himself and the other islanders gathered outside the walls of the corrugated-iron roofed cottage he imagined his new home on the mainland might look like. There would be a flurry of black and white feathers clouding their world from the breasts and backs of the giant birds stretched before them. In its fog of plumage, it would be like the mist that often covered and concealed the island, obscuring its high cliffs and crags from view.

And then there were all the other birds Neil said existed on the mainland. The pterodactyl with its sharp and jagged beak; the little black emu that scurried around the place, dipping its beak again into the earth; the peacock with a thousand eyes dotting its magnificent tail; the duck-billed platypus that had neither wings nor feathers (Neil had never explained how it might manage to fly). All their bright and dazzling peculiarities jostled in his head like some fantastic aviary, one that he contemplated again and again the day that they were leaving.

Among the other items they held in their possession that day was a Bible that fell open at the pages of the book of Exodus each time Neil’s father Fergus raised it in his hand. He had studied its text so often, hoping for some divine revelation when he looked at his favourite passages, words that told him they were doing the right thing by sailing from these shores and anchoring on the edge of this new world whose visitors and emissaries had already brought ruin to the one that was warm and familiar to him. No light or knowledge ever came, however. He read each chapter and verse about the land which the Jews had been promised by God without any real understanding. It was as if the mountains of the mainland had already cast their shadows upon him, allowing none of the sunlight that glinted on the bay that stretched out before his home.

The day they were leaving, Fergus also brought with him a fulmar feather he had found upon his doorstep that morning, cramming it in his pocket as he headed out the door for the last time. He twirled and furled it round his fingers, wondering if he would ever again touch any part of the bird he held most precious in the world. He had heard it said they were not plentiful on the mainland, that the cliffs and crags of the place they were heading for held few of their number, if any at all. For all that he tried to hide it from his wife and children, there were times when he felt hopeless about the bleak and barren mainland they were sailing towards.

The day they were leaving, his other son, Calum, held in his possession something he had kept wrapped in an oilskin cloth and wedged into one of the island’s walls for many years. It was a picture of the woman a visitor had called the Black Venus, the French dancer Josephine Baker. She was crouching in a small dark room and brandishing two large, white feathered fans. They concealed much of her body, revealing only her naked shoulders and the sweep of her calves and thighs.

‘Perhaps the feathers come from some of your birds,’ the tourist who had given him the card had joked.

Calum doubted that. He had examined the card for ages before concluding they were unlikely to have come from, say, a gannet’s wings or breast. They were too large to have originated even from the plumage of that great bird. For all that he experienced a little disappointment about this, this feeling jostled with hope. He wondered if there were many women on the mainland who wore feathers like Josephine. Though he was aware the thought might be sinful, he hoped the day might come when he would see one of them, preferably at a time when a good strong gale was blowing, puffing each and every one of the feathers away. Nervously, he chuckled as the idea occurred to him. Tapping the picture with a finger, he hoped that his father would never find it in his pocket. For all that he was almost a grown man, he was aware that the old man would whip him raw for the offence.

The day they were leaving, the islanders carried many of their most important possessions with them; a postcard from a relative exiled on the mainland; a letter featuring the promises of a civil servant in Edinburgh about what would happen when they arrived. For one, it might have been a button that spun loose an hour or so before the boat was due to sail, leaving no time for anyone to sew it on his jacket. For another, it might have been the pipe tobacco he brought with him at all times, ready for a quick puff and smoke. For Mairead, it was the lipstick she had been given some years before, yet never had the courage to put on while she lived upon the island. Perhaps, some night after she arrived on the mainland, she would finally see its shade upon her skin, drawing a bright red circle round her wrinkle-puckered mouth…

Most of all, though, they brought the memories of the home they were leaving; recollections of the sound and sight of the seabirds that reeled around its crags and cliffs; the seals that sometimes popped up their grey heads in the bay; the feel of island stone on their fingers; the brush of moss and lichen growing upon its walls; the mist that sometimes trailed across each dip and slope, bog and summit; the immensity of the sky that stretched above them on still days; the storms that kept them imprisoned when wind and weather lashed their homes; the miles of sea that fringed its coastline, dividing them from the places to which they were now being taken on this – the day they were leaving its shores for the last time…
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Preparing for Departure 
/ Ag Ullachadh
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Volcano

They began to talk about leaving on the morning they were told by a visitor that Conachair might one day erupt like Krakatoa or Vesuvius, places they had been taught about at school. They looked at the plume of low cloud covering its crest and decided that he might be right. Someday steam could leak out of a long forgotten peat-bank near its summit and come creeping down its slope, lava trailing in its wake. Heat and fire would roll down and destroy each wall and cleit in its path, heading towards the houses in Village Bay. Some could even catch a whiff of sulphur in the steady, persistent rain. The smell reminded them of a time and place the missionary kept mentioning in his sermons

‘The Day of Judgement’s coming,’ they muttered.

They shook their heads, wondering what they had done to merit such punishment. Murdo thought of how he lusted over the pictures of naked women a mainlander had given him. Raonaid remembered how envy had led her to pour a jugful of cow’s urine into her neighbour’s butter churn.

There was more proof of the coming catastrophe on the morning Finlay saw two crows flying away from Conachair and over his house. He muttered a quick prayer under his breath.

‘What’s happened to these gannets?’ he asked, ‘They’ve been burnt to a crisp.’


Frustration

In that time of desperation,

when there were no women nearby to bear

the cradle or creel,

Shonnie’s imagination

flared from time to time with fantasies,

swearing some rock possessed the rare

shape of a woman

(who was not related to him),

a seabird transformed into human

company complete with shawl and dress.

But most of all,

there was that piece of driftwood washed

into Village Bay in a hushed tide

one night.

He took it home to bed,

caressed its seaweed lingerie,

timber limbs,

and gazed into the pebbles

he’d picked up

and employed instead

of dark eyes in her head.
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Mailboat

Picture Ishbel…

Night after night she stands with shoulders hunched outside the door of her home on the island. She shakes her head sadly, thinking of her husband Fionn and the way he behaves inside their home. While most other men in the community make sure they are clean when they sit down to eat, he drags both feather and down everywhere he goes. White, black and grey fluff and quills bristle from every inch of his clothing. His hands are smeared with blood and guts, feet caked with ash and mud. There are even these black globules of tobacco juice he squirts from the side of his mouth. They dot the fireplace and floor like small reminders of the night he drags with him round their house at all times.

She dare not say anything in response, fearful that neither hand nor voice would show much restraint in chiding her if she opened her mouth. Instead, when he is climbing cliff and crag, she sits down and commits all her complaints to paper, anxious that, somehow or other, she might give in to the feelings of grievance and annoyance that overcome her every time he steps in through the door and do something she might regret.

‘There are times’ she writes, ‘when for all that man is said to be foredeigned the head of the household, I have more than my share of my doubts that he is. In terms of common decency, Fionn is little better than the dog that rushes and races behind him round the island. His toenails and fingers are like black talons, never cleaned. His beard is clogged with dirt. It is all I can do to stop myself killing him at times…’

She feels better after scrawling down these words. It is as if she is at long last confessing thoughts that were trapped inside her head as surely as she herself is confined to the island. She pads up and down once she has written them. Now they are on the page, she does not want them to disappear, to put them on the fire and see them flutter away in flame and smoke up the chimney. Nor does she want him to find them. There would be fury then. He would stamp, sulk and spit verses from the Bible in her direction, as well as small reminders of how much she depended on him for the food he brought to their home.

‘I guard and protect you,’ he might say, using Scripture for his own purpose. ‘Like the Lord our God, I cover thee with my feathers and under my wings shalt thou trust.’

She shivers when she thinks of this, knowing that when he rages, there is the possibility of him even bringing the elders and the minister to their home to grant him support. He is only doing much the same as us, they would say. ‘Why are you so vain and full of yourself that you expect anything different?’ It is partly in fear of this moment that she hides the note behind the clock on the mantelpiece, knowing he rarely looks there, pretending it has never been written.

It lies there for a long time, gathering dust from the smoor and ash of the fire, till one day she thinks of the mailboat. That had been their visitor, John Sands’ invention many years before, when both he and others had been marooned upon the island. The strange notion had come to his head when he tried to think of ways of alerting others to their presence there. Before that time, they had relied only on flames to warn people that some trouble had occurred, setting a bonfire on the island’s highest point to tell them something was wrong.

And so the shape of a small boat was carved from a piece of driftwood. This was later attached by a rope to a sheep’s bladder in an attempt to keep it afloat. Inside it, he placed a sealed cocoa tin; their note asking for help wrapped in oilcloth within.

She did the same, spending evenings while Fionn was absent whittling away at a piece of wood, hollowing it out for the container, weighing it in her fingers, making sure it could float. After she had done this, she takes it down to the waters, watching how it bobs up and down on the ebb-tide, moving away from shore. She knows from the movement of the ocean that it could be taken away to the north or west, to Iceland or the coast of Labrador, places where – she trusts – they will not be able to understand the privacy of her thoughts or where it is too far away to matter very much. She stands there watching the tiny vessel drawing further and further from the island, not noticing Effie creeping up to stand beside her. 

‘Where are you sending that to?’ Effie asks.

‘No one… I hope no one… I’m trying to get some unwanted thoughts from my head, sending them out on the water… Trying to make sure they’re not with me any more…’

Effie nods, the fringe of her dark hair waving under the headscarf she had worn the last four or so years, as a married woman. There are some thoughts that trouble her too, words that she cannot express to anyone on the island, believing the answers they might provide will be meaningless and unsatisfactory.

‘Why has God allowed all my children to die?’ she asks all the time. ‘Three have failed to live for long within my womb. Another died soon after she was born. Why is God doing these things to me? Am I that evil and wicked a person?’

She, too, steps out one evening with the mailboat under her arm, walking down to the rocks to set it on salt water. The vessel shifts out a little before it turns in the wind, swirling towards the shore as if all the questions she has asked are determined to stay with her, haunting her days and nights for years to come. Determined to avoid this, she hitches up her skirt and paddles out into the sea. This time she gives the small boat an extra shove, hoping it will not come back, that a current will take it far from this place. Slowly, steadily, her wish is granted. She watches it begin to leave the island. Perhaps it will be washed ashore on the northern coast of Norway, the Faroe Islands, the coast of France, locations where they will not understand what she has written but only the urgency of her questions and wishes. Perhaps this voyage will take all the barrenness and waste she has suffered away from her, releasing her from its burden and weight…

Other women watch her from their homes in Village Bay – all with different concerns and troubles. There is Catriona, puzzling over a question that keeps returning to her mind. (‘What would it be like to sleep with another man? One that doesn’t smell of bird-fat and feathers? One like a visitor from the mainland with the scent of soap and after-shave?) There is Agnes, whose man sometimes pummels her with his fists on those nights he dreams of being attacked by a gannet on the cliffs. (‘What can I do to calm him? Who can I go to to protect myself?) There is Seonaid, worrying about how she will live alone for much of her days, not having the chance to find a husband on the island. (‘Far too many are cousins of mine. The ones who aren’t are not the ones I like…’)

And so their letters, one after another, sail out from the bay, a flotilla of small hopes and wishes that they do not want those on the mainland of Scotland to read, only those who would be baffled and confused by their words and desires, ambitions and dreams, only those who would allow them to keep these visions and aspirations marooned in the depths of their own hearts…
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Petrel Post

Because his love for her must be concealed by night,

he trusts that fragile bird to bear

a message to the dark-eyed girl he’s glimpsed

while landing on the shore at Bailesiar.

He dreams about her as that petrel rides

eastward on these waves within the dark,

hoping its wings will sweep across that gap,

find her home where she will catch it, sending back

words like those he scrawled upon the note,

clipped and fastened round its tiny foot,

that might tell him that her small heart trembles too

and if it’s worthwhile, this pursuit

of love – or will she choose simply to remain

landbound on that shoreline, sensing only danger

in the pitch-black night that brings this bird

and in the edgy gaze of a lovelorn, wordless stranger?
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Mailboat II

In the months before they sailed away from the island, Ferguson fashioned a whole set of new mailboats, hewing and carving from a length of driftwood a series of these small vessels people employed to carry mail to the mainland. Within a cocoa tin in each one, he placed some coins and a postcard with a grainy photograph of a fulmar. On the opposite side, he scribbled a note to whoever might find it;

‘To the One who finds This… Could you please return this photograph to…’    

After this, he wrote his own name and the address to which he would be moving when they left the island’s shores.

For almost a year after they had gone, he heard nothing more about the mailboats. In August, however, the cards he had written began to flock to his door. One came from a lady in Okinawa, off the coast of mainland Japan. Another arrived from a teenage boy living in an estancia near the town of Puerto Piramides in the Valdes Peninsula in Argentina. Another from a fisherman in Paradise, Newfoundland, who had brought it up with his catch. From Reykjavik in Iceland, where the small boy who found it would later write the popular Icelandic song ‘Sailor In St Kilda’. From a retired man in Fort Lauderdale, Florida…

Ferguson was spellbound by all these messages, thinking of the bird he had once hunted and ate flying towards him from all these different edges of the world. He could see them in the sea-cliffs of the Far East, flying out over Okinawa; a peninsula in South America where their wings would reel and circle over fur seals, sea lions, elephant seals…

He was sure that they would be cherished there almost as much as they had been in the island he called home.


A Quartet of Angels

1

Ascension happened when men fell

from the hold of earth to be lifted by the swell

and heft of oceans, transforming them to angels,

or when breath choked, altered into feathers, down

that clogged a child’s lungs; that gasping sound

a sign that ground

was waiting for them,

that they and death would no longer just be strangers

and flight-feathers would glisten among seabirds,

as they became transcendent,

altered once more into angels.

2  Finlay’s Struggle with an Angel

In the weeks before departure,

Fionnlagh wrestled with an angel

and asked him why he had to leave,

live elsewhere among strangers.

He received no answer,

though the tussle left him lame,

both limp and wound crippling his step

like the English name he’d gain.

3  Angels of Comfort

Angels used to swoop from Heaven

to comfort island women giving birth

until the years they only came down

to accompany those infants meeting death,

wings swaddling and enfolding them

as they were laid down in the earth.

4  Forgetful Angel (after Paul Klee)

He was meant to be their guardian angel
but he often forgot,

Mullach Mor and Village Bay

slipping daily from his thoughts.

Till he lost all light and lustre, wings drooping over time,

his celestial form transformed into

no more than hurried, jagged lines.


Parliament

In the last years of the community, the island Parliament often declared itself to be in extraordinary session. On these occasions, the sole item on the agenda was concerned with improving their economic conditions and securing the future of the population by encouraging others to move to Village Bay. One time, in order to do this, they decided to hire a marketing consultant. The gentleman arrived in Parliament and suggested the following advertising slogans to aid their campaign for survival:

‘Eat Fresh; Eat Fulmar’

‘Pick Up A Puffin...’

‘You do the shoogle vac to lift the feather sack…’

‘Guga Is Good For You’.

In order to illustrate the last catchphrase, the marketing man decided to create the image of a gannet, complete with white plumage and black-tipped wings. This was to be inscribed on the outside of a glass of Irish stout.

As they were teetotal, the islanders completely rejected this suggestion, believing it might give the wrong impression of the kind of new arrival they were seeking for their shores.

2

‘You should extend your range of gifts,’ the marketing consultant advised them.

He flourished a hand over those items that already existed; the lengths of tweed woven over the winter; the cuddly puffins and gannets created for a child to cuddle under eiderdown; the buxom Murdina Gillies ® doll equipped with tartan shawl and a creelful of peat as essential fashion accessories.

‘What do you suggest?’ one of the islanders growled.

‘We could improve upon your selling of guillemot and razorbill eggs. Make a hole in them. Blow them out. Fill their empty shells with granulated sugar and glucose syrup. Market them just like the sticks of rock they sell in Blackpool…’

3

‘According to a Government directive,’ old Gillies declared one day in Parliament, ‘we should be investing more in renewables.’

‘We’ve got plenty of possibilities,’ Macdonald said. ‘Wind…’

‘Tide…’

‘Wave…’

‘What about the fulmars?’ Ferguson asked. ‘We could be dealing with them in a different way.’

‘How?’ old Gillies growled.

‘Employ a special fulmar-agitator on these cliffs. Get the birds to spit at them and squeeze all of the oil out of their coats, trousers, beards…’

4

When old Gillies was finally ‘going over’, the others gathered round him; young Ferguson noting each word he gasped out in the pages of an old school jotter.

‘In August that year, we went out to the stac, harvested a thousand birds…’

‘In May, we sold souvenirs to the tourists… Five good lengths of tweed…’

‘We gathered three hundred fulmar eggs that day…’

‘Why are you doing that to him?’ the nurse asked, horrified at their cruelty. ‘Can’t you see the poor man’s dying?’

‘We have to do this,’ Ferguson muttered. ‘He keeps the records of all we’ve discussed in Parliament. They’re all contained inside his head.’

‘He’s sort of our Hansard…’ Malcolm Macdonald explained.

5

One fine summer’s morning proceedings carried on longer than usual.

To begin with, Angus B arrived late, his clothes smarter than usual, his hair neatly combed by a fish-skeleton. After that, he proceeded to talk endlessly about irrelevant matters – the candelabra in the Turkish embassy, changing the rules of the game of football, the distance and nature of the arc birds flew between Ireland and Iceland, the cost of storm petrel oil in the Faroe Islands.

‘He’s trying for a filibuster,’ Ferguson muttered, ‘He doesn’t want to do any work today.’
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A Protest Against the Island Parliament

‘They only ever procrastinate!’

the revolutionary declared,

‘What we ought to do is storm the barricades;

tear down cleits;

occupy the high cliffs and denizens of this fine estate;

overcome these institutions where old men ruminate…’

But the fulmars only listened,

scowled,

soaked and spat at his delusions

with a foul mouthful

of oil…


An Ascendancy of Angels 
/ Aingealean
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1

When that mermaid washed up with the tide,

men failed to note the beauty of the scales

silvering her limbs, the tangled tresses

that half-concealed her shoulders, the sweetness of her breasts.

As if they could not see

how such a graceful creature

could be heaved in their direction,

becoming part of their eternity.

Yet the time their nets plucked down an angel,

eyes lusted for luminosity of skin,

while they dreamed one night they’d lie beside her

and possess the circle of her halo, the lift and tilt of wings.

The instant that they glimpsed her,

their gaze flashed wide to see

promises obscured by grey skies,

all heaven’s graceful symmetry…


2

It was not Gabriel or Raphael,

but it now transpires

a vision of the future

when Beaufighter, Wellington, Sunderland

were brought low by cloud or fire

from their place in the Heavens,

and these lost souls expired

in Soay, Conachair, Gleann Mhor;

both wing-tip and cockpit

trapped within the mire

of peat, heather and bogland

until the last ember died out

and their funeral pyre

showed neither flame or smoke-plume rising,

with the loud cries of the seabirds

calling higher and higher,

scolding each plane’s loud intrusion

like some drunk, discordant choir.


3

Alston, Day, Spencer, Stewart –

among those toppling on that island

from greater heights

than ever cragsmen stumbled

from the top of Mullach Mor

or Conachair.

Engines pulsing through the air,

they were brought low on wings of fire

or the billowing silk of parachute

to perish among seabirds looting

the pockets of their uniforms

in pursuit of blood and flesh.

So let us pray the tight mesh

of angel-wings

came quiet and quick upon them,

wrapping souls to grant protection

from the gluttony of beaks,

gathering their weak spirits

to the dizzy limits bright guardians occupy,

somewhere beyond the edges of our senses,

a haven even seabirds will never raid with their wings

or learn to spot or spy.


Exile 1 / Fògarraich 1
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Terrors of Exile

So much made them frightened:

loud rumours, rattling sound of trains;

fabled leaps from pavement-edges;

the scale of land’s immensity clouded and fogged by rain;

the distance storms could journey;

relentless regularity of mail;

bills tumbling through a letter-flap;

both sober men and drunkards’ tales;

absence of tides and currents;

the alien stretch of fertile fields;

uncrumpled daily newspapers;

fingers gesticulating at their heels;

the dips and waves of fashion;

walls men shored up against wind;

towns that preachers told them

had been colonised by sin;

earth scooped out in distant graveyards;

that final breath alone;

smoke billowing from a kitchen-stove

in some other place than home.


Vanishing

The day will come when familiar language will desert you,

edging out the doorway like that boat which once left shore,

departing without wake from bow or stern,

and when it fades from mouth, there will be no return;

no chance to find again the shibboleths stored

within its vocabulary; no opportunity to sift through

all that has been left behind. Instead, its words will stand

like some empty house no one ever enters,

its door resting on a hinge, wood turned bleached and rotten,

a memorial for a vacancy; these sounds you’ve long forgotten

concealed like earth snow has hidden over winter,

no footsteps marking out the spot where that boat last touched land.


The Road to Lochaline

The road-signs leading to Lochaline

are the strangest drivers have ever seen.

A stag held aloft by antlers, flying.

Narrowing of lines, like a skein

of geese. And, of course, the warning signs

that show men tumbling as they climbed

out of Gleann Dubh or Glais Bheinn,

half-blinded

by the tears these settlers shed

for the land they’d left behind.


Ardtornish

There were heights they had not been conscious of before,

till working near the road that roped towards Strontian and Ardgour,

they glimpsed that building with its baronial towers

between the snarling boughs of trees,

and they longed for the power to be

perched up there in its windows, free

to circle round its tables, spend long hours

not toiling in this forest, but starting instead to believe

their new lives could wing upwards

and flit through these closed doors to nest below

slate roof-tops, find a way to break and go

from the cage they’d discovered they’d been locked in,

gaining a pittance for their labours,

small smatterings of grain

those who lived in turrets doled out for them to peck

and called a living wage.


Adjusting

Their voices washed around their new words

trying to soften syllables and consonants

and learn to think of them as home,

drumming ‘Claggan’ deep in their skulls,

bringing ‘Uillin’ close to elbow,

making sure that each dark ledge of ‘Beinn na h-Uamh’ was known.

A hard task to begin with,

like footfalls slipping through the boughs and branches

that lined Lochaline with the mystery of trees

or the squalls that walled and blurred horizons,

allowing them to think they were

still back on the island,

unconscious of their ignorance,

surrounded by its seas.


Tales of Alexander 
/ Sgeulachdan Alasdair
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1

After his retirement, Alexander showed signs of how his early years on the island had affected him. He would spend days at the town’s infill site, seeing gulls skirl above debris. Sometimes, he’d watch a DVD of Hitchcock’s The Birds, smiling as wings smashed windows and windscreens, terrifying school-children with their swoop.

‘The day is coming,’ he’d say.

But what horrified his wife most was the morning she opened the freezer. Seabirds, wrapped in plastic, were stacked upon its shelves. Icy beaks and heads glittered. Frozen feathers sparkled.

‘Best to be prepared,’ he explained.


2

One afternoon he began to hear the singing. Its every note was clear and vivid, entering his consciousness so powerfully that there were moments when he was unable to hear anything of the routines of life that occurred around him – the babble of these daytime TV programmes that his wife insisted on watching, the flushing of the toilet, the constant thrum of the cars driving past his home. For all that he had not heard its rhythms for years, he recalled instantly why its sound was so familiar; the words and music bringing him back to the island kirk he had attended as a boy, listening once again to the psalms that had swirled and echoed in its walls. He could see once more the heights of Oiseaval, Mullach Mor, Conachair as he heard it, remembering, too, the words that were on his lips at that time.

‘Mo shuilean togam suas a chum

Nam beann bho thig mo neart

‘I to the hills will lift mine eyes

From whence doth come my aid…’

Surrounded by these voices, he began to sing, drawing out the line of the psalm the way he remembered the old precentor had done as he brought together the congregation in the praise and worship of God. Its rhythms rippled through his senses; its ‘water music’ flooding the confines of his sitting room. Soon, the sofa began to retreat from view; the TV in the corner disappeared. New noises began to invade his songs, ones that he remembered from the island. He introduced small twirls and grace-notes stolen from the throats and beaks of fulmars and gulls into the music; the notes of wrens and blackbirds, the surge of the sea. He mingled all these different noises in his constant rendering of the psalm. It became part of an endless sermon, longer even than the ones those people had experienced as they sat in their pews in that small kirk on the island.

Throughout all this, he ignored the protests of his wife, the complaints of his next-door neighbours who had heard his voice through the walls of their semi-detached home, the stares of passers-by who glanced through the window of his home, even the police when they came to his door.

Only the singing mattered to him now.

Only the singing mattered…

3

He often became nostalgic for silence, especially the kind that affected the islanders in the hours after a storm had passed.

They would mouth words to each other after all its fury and rage had stilled, conscious that they had been deafened by the tumultuous level of noise and uproar they had experienced.

‘Are you all right?’ they might ask.

‘Yes… Yes…’ another would nod, and then lips would open and close soundlessly, seeking to express their concern about what they had gone through. ‘A fierce one that,’ they could whisper, ‘the worst one so far this year.’

‘Oh, I don’t know… There was that one last March.’

‘Aye, aye… That was powerful too.’

And then they would move noiselessly for the next few hours through their homes, performing tasks that involved the clicking of a loom or clashing of pans, aware that until the deafness wore off, their clamour would not affect anyone else in the house – nobody would be disturbed by their noise.

The storm seemed to affect even the clamour of the birds. They neither squawked nor sang for hours after it passed over. Instead, they would remain silent, deprived of their cries and voices or, perhaps, conscious that as long as the effects of the wind continued, there was little point in even attempting to communicate with one another. No other bird would be able to hear them, plagued by the same temporary deafness that affected the men and women in their midst.

Alexander rejoiced in the silence that occurred at these times. This was especially the case while there was a sermon in the kirk following a storm. He could sit in the pews and watch the preacher brandish his arms and pound the edge of the pulpit, conscious that no word about the proximity of Hell or the likelihood of damnation was ever going to resound in the loops and whorls of his ears. There were other moments too when his mother would be warning him about going near the cliffs and crags. He would watch her lips blur, but feel fit to ignore the message booming from them.

In later life, he would try to duplicate the silence that had once surrounded him on the island. When his wife complained about his behaviour or the noise of the traffic became too much, he might lie in the bath and allow their words to wash around him. Water, too, would surround him; the bubbles – like the foam of an ocean wave – filling his ears and turning him deaf. He would look down at his body and imagine he was back where his young life had started; the tangle of his crotch becoming Village Bay; an ankle transformed into a crag or skerry; the slope of his leg resembling the Cambir; the baldness of his knee-cap becoming the high crest of Conachair…


4

Elizabeth could never forgive her husband for the way their son, Alexander Junior, reacted to the presence of eggs.

His fear of them was apparent even when he walked down a supermarket aisle. He would shield himself when he saw yellow cartons labelled with the words ‘Cheery Eggs’; recoil when he came across grey boxes with the brand-name ‘Nicelay’ scrolled on top.

‘It’s all your father’s fault,’ she would say, ‘He’s responsible for this.’

She remembered how it had happened. Her husband used to spend much of his weekends looking for crops of seabird eggs that clustered around the small harbour near where they lived. He would take them home in shopping bags, boiling them up in a small pan and setting them out before his children on the kitchen table.

‘They’re all free range,’ he’d grin, ‘None of that rubbish battery stuff.’

Both Neil and Flora had been content with all this. They could tolerate the slightly salty taste of the eggs these expeditions produced for their breakfast; the odd fleck of blood they sometimes found within the yolk, signs of an embryonic fledgling about to take shape. It was, however, unfortunate that it was neither of these children who discovered the membrane of a fulmar chick inside an egg-shell. Instead, it was their young brother, Alexander. He turned over the beginnings of that bird with his spoon, glimpsing shadows of tiny wings, a beak, a feather in its unfinished form. A moment or two later and he was sick, vomiting over the kitchen floor.

‘You would never have got off with that back on the island,’ his father declared. ‘There would have been no end to the teasing you suffered.’

After that, however, he tried his best to persuade Alexander Junior to enjoy the taste of these eggs. He mixed them occasionally with eggs bought from the supermarket, bringing them to the house in cartons marked with the words ‘Joyful Yokes’, ‘Happy Lay’ and ‘Goodyellas’. Sometimes he would mix chicken-eggs, duck-eggs and seabird-eggs in the most amazing recipes; ‘fulmar pancakes’; ‘seagull quiche’; ‘tern omelette’; ‘scrambled black-headed gull eggs’. At other times, he would play little jokes and jests on the young boy, removing the top of the egg and putting it carefully back in place, watching as Alexander Junior swung his spoon, scalping an empty piece of shell, watching it scuttle over the floor…

On one occasion Alexander Senior filled the empty shell with fulmar oil he had squeezed carefully from the throat of a bird on a cliff-edge. At its centre, there was a burning wick he had lit a short time before. He had placed the egg, warm and luminous, on the kitchen table, grinning as his son lifted up the spoon once again, breaking it open to see the strange light flickering within.

‘They used to play that trick all the time on the island,’ he chuckled. ‘It gave us such a warm glow it stayed with us for days.’ 

5

Alexander was largely okay in public until they unveiled a statue of a seabird in the town square. The moment he saw it, he took off his shoes and socks, clambering up sandstone to try and wrench it off its plinth, wrestling sculpted wings, chipping away with the edge of his hand at its feet. When he failed to do this, his fists drummed against its head, screaming with disappointment.

‘It isn’t real!’ he shouted, ‘It isn’t real!’

The following day, he was found sitting on the concrete model of an upturned boat that was found in the middle of one of the town’s main roundabouts. He was babbling about the island he had left years before, mentioning the sheep that had grazed around the doors and cleits, the waves a short distance away, the seabirds that had whirled and squawked around his head.

‘I want to go back there…’ he declared, ‘I want to go home.’

6

In the pocket of his wife’s dressing gown, Alexander found a note Elizabeth had clearly written in a hurry one morning.

‘As a child, Alexander grew up in a remote, isolated island where – according to himself – he spent many happy, carefree days. They were times he relived again and again in long, interminable conversations where he often spoke about the virtues and benefits of eating seabird eggs and feasting on their flesh. There was, for instance, the time he held a visiting politician spellbound by the rhapsodies he went into one wet Saturday afternoon during an election campaign, describing the delights of plunging his fingers into a sack of fulmar feathers and then letting them fall like giant snowflakes on his face. Needless to say, that particular politician has never attempted to win his family’s votes since that time. Instead, he has sent his opponents in the direction of Alexander’s home, telling them that some of their most fervent supporters lived there.

In his later life, this form of behaviour became more and more of a trial to his wife, Elizabeth. She bore the full brunt of his increasingly eccentric monologues and antics; his two children having, on medical advice, flown from their perch many years before.

In order to obtain a well-merited break from all his ramblings, Elizabeth decided to organise a long overdue visit to Ireland, the land where her distant relatives hailed from. During their time there, they visited the many natural and man-made attractions found in that country. These included the Giant’s Causeway, Mountains of Mourne, Ulster History and both Shankill and Falls Road; the last two locations were, she decided, both havens of peace compared with all she had put up with over the last decade or two.

Her visit culminated with a visit to the Cliffs of Moher in the far west of Ireland. In scale and size, these heights rivalled those found on the island Alexander had left many years before. Once again, he spoke lyrically about their wonders, speaking this time to an American tourist who wore a dark suit, dark glasses and carried – not unusually in that part of the world – a fiddle case in his hand. While he was listening to Alexander’s monologue, he suddenly and inexplicably removed a Thompson submachine gun (m3a1 version) and let loose a round or two of spontaneous, sudden gunfire in the direction of the speaker, killing him outright and depositing him over the edge of the cliff. It is said that a pair of gannets passing the scene dipped their wings in respect of the passing of one of their most respected former hunters. 

Rumours that Elizabeth hired this hit-man at a cut-price, cut-throat rate are hotly denied by the family, who claim to be instead in mourning and shock over the loss of such a well-regarded husband and father. Allegations, too, that the sound of hysterical laughter has emerged time and time again at indecent intervals from the household have also been utterly refuted by all concerned …’

When Alexander read this note, he crumpled, remembering that Elizabeth had been going on for ages about visiting her long-lost relatives in Northern Ireland. She had also been talking for even longer about going to see the Cliffs of Moher. 


7

In his rage,

he spat out plumage,

disgorging feathers

that had nested deep inside

gut and nerve for decades,

lining lips with down,

the gaps between his teeth

wedged and filled

with the fine frill of wing or tail

those who’d provided food had failed

to strip clean from a carcass.

And the flight of words

he’d swallowed;

the quills he might have used to scribe

thoughts that clouded mood

and obscured the signals of distress

sent out

while sorrows flocked around him.

The talons, beaks

which he weighed on tips of fingers

and imagined he were using

to wreak revenge on enemies

and tear at souls and flesh.


8

Not long before his final day,

language deserted him,

the meaning of vocabulary

flocking like a host of seabirds

from his head’s vacant nest.

The word for ‘wall’

blending with the term they used for ‘cliff’.

A fireside ‘chair’

referred to as a ‘skerry’.

His children becoming ‘cormorants’

diving on a ‘carpet’

transformed into the ‘sea’.

His shoes

became the ‘gannet’s skin’.

His ‘food’ confused

with ‘fulmar’.

And in his dying moments,

he yelled and ranted

at his bedside light,

calling them to douse

the ‘cruisgean’,

preserve their precious oil,

wondering why they wasted it

when they could sit in darkness,

welcome the gathering night.
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Alexander’s Father

Alexander’s father could not bear life away from the sea. He wanted to be surrounded by it, the way it had been during his early years on the islands, to wake in the morning and be aware that the waves were trying to tunnel and grind through the long stretch of Dun before him or lash their spray against the heights of Conachair that stood tall behind his back.

Alexander’s father could not bear life away from the sea. Not even the long stretch of a peninsula could compensate for the thought of it circling all around him with its tides. He woke up each morning considering the absence of the ocean from one side of his being, feeling a dull ache that whichever way his feet pointed, there was a thin stretch of land still at his back.

Alexander’s father could not bear life away from the sea, failing to settle anywhere in the mainland of Scotland, England or Wales. Neither the Ardnamurchan Peninsula nor the Norfolk Broads left him feeling contented. One was bordered by too many hills and mountains; the other too flat and dull. At the same time, he resented the pull that the sea had on him, its endless spell. It distracted his thoughts as forcefully and punctually as the coming of the tide. He would spend endless hours hating the effect it had on him, how the swell and fall of its currents would not let him go.

Alexander’s father could not bear life away from the sea. It was for this reason that he began to hate his country, remembering how a boat had taken him and his belongings from its shoreline many years before. He began to spend his time with men called Antony, Kim, George and Donald who had also learned to dislike the nation to which they belonged. He would talk to them about life on the island, how the people there had shared their worldly goods together, how no man had lorded over all.

Alexander’s father could not bear life away from the sea. One September morning, he stepped on a boat that took him across the sea to Hamburg. From there, with forged papers in his inside pocket, he took a long train journey across the continent of Europe, through Warsaw and Minsk, across bridges and mountains. Eventually it took him far away from Kronstadt and the Neva, St Petersburg and Moscow, locations where the existence of the sea was sometimes talked about or whispered and into the bleak, flat taiga where no one knew about the existence of the tide. He learned in that place how to brew cinnamon flavoured tea, warm chilled fingers on a samovar and to relish the taste of huckleberry or blackberry jam on his tongue. He discovered, too, that if you looked hard into the eyes of those he encountered, he could see all the sorrow and melancholy that was part of their being, recognising a sadness similar to his own, of being one doomed not to be surrounded by the tides any more, being miles away from the ocean they wanted to wash round their entire being…

Alexander’s father could not bear life away from the sea. It was why he began a new life out on the taiga.

Everyone he came across shared a similar story there…


Exile II / Fogarraich II
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The St Kildan Circus

1

Some never felt at ease among the mainland trees,

setting up, instead, a travelling circus, mastering the high trapeze,

silks, aerial hoops and tumbling; one spinster even began

unpinning her bun’s cluster to be dangled by a hair-hang

rig as she twisted in her leotard high above all those

who came to watch and cheer them in Montreal, New York, Montrose…

An amazing array of acrobats, they astonished spectators, too,

with the tight-rope and lasso, imagining they were whirling tight loops through

storms gusting across Conachair, fastening knots

taut around a promontory, each jutting slab of rock,

while juggling a clutch of fulmar eggs, aware that if they fell

there would be so much more splattered than just yolks and shells.


2

Of all the people in the world, there was little doubt that those who lived on the island were best at jumping.

This was due to their amazing techniques. These were mainly developed during their years of hunting seabirds on the island. There they learned to make a quick sideways dash for the cliff, stack or skerry where they hoped to catch their prey, running briefly on the side of the rock while plucking the pick of guillemots, fulmars or razorbills from their nests. Grabbing their necks, they would tuck them below their belts while they raced back to their vessels.

It was a skill that stood them in good stead. Once they had left the island, people began to hear of their ability to charge up the face of rock and employed them in various tasks to which their abilities were suited. Experts examined their physiology and sought to explain this, noting the size and density of their ankles. They believed they were spring-heeled, able to hurl and propel themselves further than others due to the strength and elasticity of this part of their foot.

As a result, they were often employed to clean the windows of tenements and other buildings in Scotland’s cities. They would place a toe or finger in the crucial spot if a crack ever appeared in a newly constructed Hydro dam, hanging there until their fellow-workers arrived with cement to fill in the hole. They also worked for the Northern Lighthouse Board, giving a swift but effective rub to the glass that surrounded and reflected their lights. Clearly there were advantages in using them in this way. As they did not require harnesses or any of the other paraphernalia normally needed for these tasks, they were much less expensive than any of their competitors. They also had ingrained within them – since birth – an extraordinary tolerance for bird-shit.

Their legacy is still seen today, where young people sometimes indulge in parkour or free-running, vaulting or racing up the sides of buildings in our urban landscape.

There will be some who claim that this activity was invented in France. 

They are wrong in this. It has its origins on the island…

3

Some of the islanders had a talent for sniffing the wind…

With one deep breath, they could tell the force of a wind that was about to arrive on their shores and in what direction it would be blowing. Such was its value that it was a skill a few islanders even pretended to possess, desperate to gain honour among their companions. Angus B, for instance, would sit in the Parliament and describe the arc of an imaginary storm blowing in from Iceland or Greenland and predict what benefit it would bring to the population of the island.

‘It will give us a little prosperity,’ he would declare, ‘if we take advantage of it.’

He, however, was invariably wrong. The next day would arrive and their world would be calm and peaceful. They would sit in their homes, reflecting that prosperity would not be arriving in their direction this particular morning. Unless they altered their attitudes and stopped listening to the likes of him, they decided, it would not be arriving on the island any particular morning in the near future.

Yet there were others who had a real gift. They knew when a good south-easterly or westerly wind was about to come. They would head out to the stacs on their boat then, hoping to reap a clutch of gannets, guillemots or fulmars from its cliffs. It was at moments like these, for instance, that all the talents of the islanders would combine. They would run the length of the boat before jumping, knowing fine that, coupled with their natural ability, the full force of the wind would lift them onto a ledge of a stac. When they were aloft, they would reach out and grab the necks of young seabirds, holding them in their hands as they landed in their vessel once again. Sometimes they would repeat this process with a rope in their grip, fastening this to a ledge of rock during their flight. This would be used to draw their vessel closer to the edge of the stac.

The greatest achievement of all in this field was the day that Ruaraidh Luath landed on top of Stac Lee while powered by a force eight wind. So astonished were the others by his accomplishment that not a single gannet was reaped from the rock that day… 

4

‘We only used ropes to amuse and entertain our visitors,’ the old man cackled into the tape recorder. ‘It’s what they all expected, these idiotic circus tricks. After all, it’s what that damn fool historian, Donald Donald, led them to believe happened on the island. The truth is we rarely went over the cliffs that way. Only a complete clown would risk the likes of that.

‘No. Instead we caught seabirds in places like Oiseaval, Stac Lee, Conachair by using stepping stones that were fixed hard and firm into the cliff-face, leaping from one to another. Sometimes we’d walk down them, searching for shags, guillemots and razorbills found near the shoreline. At other times, we’d clamber up them to catch the birds – like the gannet or puffin – that nested near the top. The old men would spend every dry day in winter making sure these rocks were set right, that they hadn’t tumbled or given way through the force of wind or wave during the seasons they were lying idle.

‘We even had a song that used to be on our lips as we jumped from one stone to the next. It was to the tune of the Lewis Bridal Song or Mairi’s Wedding. Perhaps I can get the words right…’

‘Step we bravely, on we go,

Wide ankled and prehensile toed,

Up and down the stepping stones,

All for love of seabirds.

To make sure our feet don’t step

On scree or scarp or edge of cliff,

There’s one fixed in each rise and dip,

Just to harvest seabirds…’


Gastronome in Exile

That gourmet savours gannet,

relishing the salt meat and juice

of the fabled solan goose.

He’s fond, too, of the fulmar,

finding in its fulsome flavours

much that is familiar

when he dines out at the Dorchester,

dipping crackers into dishes filled

with Imperial Beluga Caviar.

And he wants his fill

of flambéed razorbill,

to see it flame

beside him on a plate,

ringed by a nest of saffron rice,

asparagus,

some slices of braised puffin,

guillemot glazed with claret,

washed down by a magnum

of Bollinger Blanc de Noirs ’97 or ’98…

Bon-vivant who loves cormorant.

An epicure in exile whose taste-buds

restore his joie de vivre

each time that he settles down

to a well-served spread of birds.


An Exiled St Kildan Observes 
Cormorants and Shags

On Sunday he watched his former prey

prepare themselves for Sunday prayer,

rattling their ancient joints,

shaking out their sodden coats,

letting the blast of morning air

blow through invisible umbrellas,

making sure their dark crests

were set just right for kirk,

after a quick dive through the mirk

and swirl of salt.

They’d come a long way to spend time

clinging to the old rock,

attending weddings, funerals,

baptisms where a chick is dipped

in water, braving storm and wave

for praise and worship

while most who live here wouldn’t step

across the nearest road.
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St Kildan at the Zoo

When he steps near the aviary, he wonders

at the scarlet ibis, Eurasian eagle owl,

delights in the kookaburra,

crowned crane, vulturine guinea-fowl,

the rock-hopper penguins, too, which he compares

to seabirds flicking plumage dry on boulders

near his old home, stretching wings like feather boas

wrapped coquettishly round bare shoulders.

He also longs to set them free,

see sirocco doves flap high above

their cage, the black stork mingle with the business-crowd

stepping out to work. Yet most of all he’d love

to see these rainbow lorikeets claim for their own

each window-ledge and roof-top on these streets

and summon him to breakfast with the songs he’s missed,

a symphony accompanied by a chorus

of bright and luminous wing-beats.


St Kildan Exiles Observe Mainland Birds

When they saw their first crow,

they thought some birds had borrowed

the minister’s dark coat

and closed its final button

to allow no narrow slash of white

to choke them at the throat.

When they saw their first eagle,

they presumed that seagulls

had mastered the art of disguise,

clipped on a small hooked beak,

another set of malevolent eyes,

and worn a brown and russet coat

to conceal itself in heather,

before hovering high above them

within a clouded sky.

When they saw their first starlings,

they believed the birds

had smeared themselves with fulmar oil

to allow galaxies to glimmer and

to make up for the way they never soared

too far away from soil.

A miracle these early months in Morven,

where every night and day

seemed to fly up small reminders

of their lost lives in Village Bay.


Flight I / Sgaoth I
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St Kildan Flight

Marissa thought Domhnall was no longer eating because Gormel had been whisked away by a great skua while her two children played in Village Bay.

‘It’s grief,’ she said, ‘Sorrow.’

He was refusing food he normally gorged upon, his round features becoming hollow. She frowned, thinking of how the bird passed over Domhnall that afternoon, choosing his smaller sister for prey.

‘A terrible ordeal…’

But then came the morning the skua returned, its wings hovering over the now slender, spindly boy before lifting him high.

‘Great!’ Domhnall shouted. ‘The bird can manage me now!’


Flight II

When the islanders heard about the plane crash, Iain recalled how old Fergus reacted when told of Lindbergh’s Atlantic flight. He had stood on the cliffs, looking beyond Stac Lee towards America, imagining the pilot’s slow progress through birds and clouds.

‘Madness! Men aren’t meant to be up there.’

Iain thought how right he was the night they heard of the Sunderland crashing into Gleann Mhor. The crew might have been saved if people were still on the island; their screams, seabirds and flames alerting the islanders to what had occurred.

‘Madness!’ he said, ‘We should be there still!’


Airmen

1

In years of conflict aircraft flew

higher than the angels,

bright ranks of planes

surging above seabirds,

circling clouds in halos

as they guarded friendly ships,

straining weather-eyes

for steel leviathans.

Rising in their black bulk

out from depths,

scanning seas for sight of Lucifer,

their dark and evil adversary,

searching for his prey;

their drone of engines.

The comfort of celestial song

being sung in heaven

as they veer down,

spotting some survivors

upon a boat within the waves.

In that act of mercy,

grey pinions are transformed

into gold wings that mark them

as messengers of God.


2

Before that night, he had heard others talk about the dangers of flying over that island.

There was the distraction of its cliffs and skerries (‘They come out of nowhere at you and – whoosh! – you have to pull the plane right back to get out of their way…’). There were the seabirds circling its cliffs (‘They’re all around you… All around you.’) One or two even mentioned the voices they had heard when they flew across its length. Talk and song filled the cockpit; waves of gibberish crackled and hissed like static on their radio. Some of it wasn’t unlike the wail of the Gaelic psalms they had heard reverberating from inside the walls of the kirks around Tiree (‘A weird sound… Like cats in heat’). Sitting in the mess, Neil had laughed and dismissed all that talk, thinking it was mainly the legacy of late-night drinking, the fantasies of war-fevered men who had been too long away from home. Like them, there was much to which he wanted to go back to, a girl waiting in Creiginish to whom he could whisper Gaelic words and phrases too secret and private to ever express to those he met in Crosapol, Scarinish, the villages of Tiree…

That was the case until the evening he and the fellow members of his crew flew across that far island. It had veered up in front of him; the fog clearing from its length and breadth the way he had sometimes seen it fading from the French communities of Cheticamp and St Joseph du Moine while fishing on his father’s boat in his youth. On the look-out for German submarines and ships skirting the coastline of Scotland, far out to sea, its cliffs and birds had come as a surprise to him. Even more so was the line of houses in the island bay.

‘Go closer, Neil,’ His navigator, David yelled at him. ‘Let’s have a closer look at that strange place.’

‘OK…’

He had taken the Hudson down lower, scanning the cleits that dotted the hillside like small, grey ruins, saw what looked like a church and manse. A store stood there too, squat beside the island harbour. It was all very different from The Reef, the flat stretch of land where the airfield was in Tiree.

‘Does anyone live there?’ a voice asked.

‘No… It’s uninhabited. People left there some ten years ago or so.’

‘Damn… No wonder. It’s pretty remote.’

It was then that Neil heard the voices. Soft and tender, they whispered above the racket of the engine, sounding like the talk of people he had left behind in Cape Breton before this conflict had taken him from its shores.

‘Trobhad…’

‘Thig an seo…’

There was an undercurrent of Gaelic psalm, rising like a wave from the land below. The verse washed over him, its sound cleansing and wholesome after all the death and destruction he had seen over the last few years, the pain and suffering that the bombs his plane had jettisoned had created in town and cities across the continent of Europe.

‘Seadh, fòs ged ghluaisinn eadhon trìd

ghlinn dorcha sgàil a’ bhàis,

Aon olc no urchuid a theachd orm

chan eagal leam ‘s cha chàs…’

‘Though I walk through death’s dark vale

Yet will I fear no ill,

For thou art with me and thy rod

And staff me comfort still…’

He wanted to give into it, to surrender to the calm that these voices promised. He could have a comfortable life on islands like these, much like the one his ancestors had experienced, heading out from small coves and bays in low-throttled fishing boats, casting nets and lines, returning homewards with a hold rich and filled with fish. 

‘Trobhad…’

‘Tha aite dhuit an seo…’

‘Thig nuas…’

Suddenly, a shout startled him. David was leaning towards him, yelling in alarm.

‘Neil!’

He thought about that moment later; the incident recurring in his dreams, especially when he heard about the other flights that ended there, planes swollen by flame in places like Gleann Mhor, Soay and the heights of Conachair. He wondered if these pilots had been summoned by voices, the cries that beckoned men to an older, gentler life…

3

I believe in the Resurrection, each week celebrating its miracles on the altar where the Sacrifice of the Mass is offered, but it was a grim sort that took place near the top of Conachair that day.

Shortly after landing, we climbed past the cleits, the little stone buildings found all around the island, discovering small fragments of the lost Beaufighter as we went on our way; a shattering of Perspex; tiny fragments of the cylinders of the plane’s two radial engines; an armoured windscreen jutting out of the turf; a trail of wreckage that ended in a deep crater where both heather and peat had been scorched and burnt, the remains of the aircraft swallowed by flame. It was there that we saw the tail wheel, some of the Beaufighter’s guns, two propellers that were wedged into the island’s surface like the outstretched wings of a giant bird. As we stood there surrounded by fulmars angry at the disturbance caused to a place that had long been empty of human beings, their buckled, broken wingspans made me shiver. Men had once flown in the aircraft that crashed here; both lost pilots and their crew, all not much older than me. I crossed myself at the thought of this, doing it furtively in case the others might notice.

‘Take a look at this,’ Davidson muttered.

He was standing on the cliff edge with the pack of a parachute torn from its harness. The silk was partly burned away; the shroud lines scorched.

‘Poor bloody sod,’ Martin said. ‘Do you think he went over?’

‘Probably… A lot more with him too. The wind would have blown some of the wreckage over the top.’ Stepping tentatively, he looked down at the rocks. ‘There’ll be loads there we’ll never find.’

‘Sea too deep…’

‘Aye.’

‘Cliffs too high…’

It was then that I found the flying boot a few yards from the crater. Its laces were snapped, as if someone had wrestled it off his foot. As it dangled in my fingers, I felt as if I had encountered violent death for the first time since I joined the Services. My stomach retched and my head felt giddy.

‘This might belong to him…’ I said.

They gathered round me, turning it over and over in their hands. They examined the sole for traces of mud, the leather for any blood or scorch marks that might have stained and coloured its surface.

‘We’d better go and search for him,’ Davidson said.

We looked at our Commanding Officer. The Beaufighter had gone missing at the beginning of June. It was now the end of August. The chances of any man surviving on the island for that long were small. If either the explosion or the chill of the winds didn’t kill him, hunger wouldn’t take too long to do its work. It was mainly birds that were there to feast on and they would escape easily from his fingers, leaving him limping in their wake.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he muttered. ‘But we’ve all got to look. Rutherford, you and Martin check all the bothies you come across as you go down the hill. Wylie, you and Robertson go in the other direction. Check the houses down below when you get there.’

‘Fine.’

Dividing ourselves into two groups, Martin and I set off down the gullies that bordered the cliffs, searching for anything that could be found. Davidson’s voice boomed after us as we slid and scurried in the direction of Village Bay.

‘Let’s not take too long about it. An hour or two. The chances are he wouldn’t live too long if he crashed here.’

I nodded in response. That much was clear. For all that autumn had not yet come, the wind was cold enough to make any man’s bones flutter, especially if he had gone through the horror of a plane crash. I imagined him stumbling down the peat slope, escaping the flames. The cries of his friends would be echoing in his ears as he relived the moment when the pilot realised there was a cliff ahead of him in the darkness, its crest veering up over his head at some 1,397 feet.

‘Lift up… Lift up…’

‘Come on, boy… Come on…’

But that had not been possible: the fuselage scraping over rock and heather, ploughing into the island’s thin soil.

I shook the thought from my head, checking through the entrance of the first of the cleits to see if any survivors could be found. I imagined that if anyone were there, they would lie crumpled like broken angels, the soft silk of their parachutes wrapped around them, limbs twisted and out of shape. If they could speak at all, they would not be using any tongue found within the mouth of men. The comfort of human language would have been long taken from them, stolen by their own despair.

Martin was babbling too, talking about every cleit he visited. ‘There’s nothing in this one. Nothing… Nothing…’

I stayed silent, nervous that I might find someone who had crawled from the wreckage to shelter in one of these stores. There was no doubt that he would be dead now – a dark seraph with his face obscured by peat or the smoke of an explosion. A charred cherub. He would be blinded, eyes pecked out by the beaks of seabirds. His body was likely to be stripped of flesh. I tried to guard myself from the thought of all this by whispering a prayer.

‘Angel of God, my Guardian dear, to whom His love commits me here, ever this day be at my side, to light and guard, to rule and guide…’

The search went on until we reached the houses. Their windows were boarded up. Some of the roofs were holed and rotten, collapsing in upon themselves with the weight of years and decay. For a long time, Martin and I looked at them, pondering whether or not to step in. They seemed like places ghosts or dens might occupy.

Eventually, however, I steeled myself. I pushed open the door of one, squeezing my way into the darkness within, uttering the beginnings of another prayer to protect me from what might lie ahead.

‘Heavenly Father, Your infinite love for us has chosen an angel in heaven…’

It was then that something came at me, thrashing blindly, striking my head. Something wet and sticky covered my face, darkening my gaze. I could barely see, aware only of the foulness of the smell that pervaded the air, filling the atmosphere of the house. For the moment, I thought it was the airman who had attacked me, trapped in his white, silk parachute, pounding me in all his confusion. It took me a moment to realise that it was a fulmar, left stranded by its broken, wounded wing.

‘God,’ Martin muttered, standing beside. ‘It’s the poor bugger’s spirit. Trapped within that bird.’

I’ve thought of that moment a thousand times since then. It comes to mind when a bride comes towards me, dressed in her bridal gown; when little girls stand before the altar wearing their confirmation dresses; when children run around with sheets over their heads, pretending they are ghosts.

I think of that lost airman then, imagining he is still there, imprisoned in a cleit, trapped within his parachute, desperate to take flight once again…


Storm Petrel

After the islanders had gone,

storm petrels were no longer

guided ashore by psalms,

no voice or verse directing flight

from kirk-walls

on nights of storm or calm.

instead, they fluttered blindly,

sight dark as small heads,

the furtive tips of wings,

hoping to catch an echo

of sermons, lost soundwaves

from dead elders precenting

lines for a faithful congregation

that might stop these seabirds

flailing,

sending a net to save them

as they sought their route

back home.
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Fulmars

‘They’re homesick for us,’ Neil’s dad said when he was told there were more and more fulmars being discovered nesting on the mainland. ‘They’re pining since we left.’

Neil saw them first when he arrived in St Andrews to study for the ministry – birds reeling near its cliffs or nesting in the crumbling walls of the Abbey. Tears glimmered in his eyes when he recalled how these birds had been the source of so much that his people had valued on the island. Light, meat and plumage. The glow of their lamps. The chink of coins in their pockets.

It wasn’t long after that he was arrested. A headline in the local paper told of how a Divinity student had been caught scaling one of the Abbey towers.

He told them he had been trying to gain a sense of what living there must have been like for the old monks and holy men who had once prayed and worshipped in the building.

He knew that explanation would have been – to their ears at least – a lot less weird than the truth.
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Fowl Talk

1

The birds only started to behave that way after they had watched Fionn sitting at his household fire for a year or so. He would move his head up and down continually while he was perched on a stool there, his eyes narrowing, neck swelling, mouth puffing. Finally he would let loose a thick black spleuchan of tobacco and gannet fat from his lips, soaking all his neighbours and intruders long before landing. It sizzled in a pale blue flame on the fireside, providing more fuel for the blaze.

Fascinated by all this, the fulmars would study him for hours, imitating his every gesture, not only his behaviour in front of the fire but also the way he circled round the island, never moving in a straight line anywhere (he would do this even as he clambered up a slope from the shore, his footsteps spiralling constantly as he climbed). They, too, would work up their throats when they saw any man approaching, prepared to drench them in a dark shower of salt and oil, regurgitating fish they had swallowed and consumed.

Soon they even learned to speak Gaelic like him, impersonating his soft, liquidy vowels, his slight lisp, giving – in their own unique way – honour and praise to the one they saw as the greatest islander of them all.

2

Niall Iain was the one who noticed that the fulmars were speaking Gaelic when he returned to the island a short time after the evacuation. The birds were squatting on nests that overlooked the spot where the men of the community used to sit in their Parliament, discussing the nature and timing of the work to be done that day. Occupying the edges of roofs and chimney tops, they squirted a black, oily substance from their beaks at those who came near them, behaving the way their role-model, Fionn, had done all those years before.

‘Oich – oich…’ Niall Iain overheard one fulmar say.

‘Obh, obh…’ another muttered.

‘‘S truagh an latha a dh’fhàg iad a chroit,’ a third one added. ‘It’s a sad day they left the croft.’

Niall Iain smiled sadly to himself. For all that there were no people remaining on its shores, the nature of the conversations he heard there hadn’t changed much.


Myths and Landmarks I
/ Uirsgeulan agus luilean I
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The Guga Stone

1

When she sculpts and hones

the guga stone,

she feels guided by her ancestors,

their lost skills stirring once more

in her bones,

returning slowly to her,

each shift of wrist and finger

shown to her by them,

loaned from that distant source

from which her careful art had grown.

And so she completes her craftwork,

chiselling the folded wings,

plumage, head,

the cruel stillness of that eye

which despite the strong winds blowing

stays fixed in that position,

determining what shoals have swam

into its slaughter zone,

weighing up what segment of the catch

glinting on the cold horizon

it might claim for its own.


2

Guga stone, they called it,

that pebble whirled

through a window of the manse,

shattering and splintering glass

and achieving what was thought before

doctrinally impossible,

making Reverend Mackay

dance…
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3

One ‘recipe’ for guga reads as follows:

Ingredients – one guga and one stone. Place both in pan of water and boil. Once you can pierce the stone with a fork, the guga is ready for eating.

There were times so hard

they served the guga stone,

grinding off small pebbles,

cutting rock down to the bone

and laying it down upon the plate

where diners savoured juices,

consuming dust for sustenance,

pronouncing that fine offering fit for any palate,

a five-star gourmet great.


4

Sometimes goodness is not within the solan goose.

There are times it lets loose evil,

when its arctic wings cast shadows on smooth

waters, bringing dark news and upheaval

to men on days of peace,

when it seems to pluck and seize the high wind,

capture thunder to release

wrath upon its rivals,

these fishermen with vessels

moving through quiet seas.

And that is why men clutch the guga stone

in gnarled and calloused fingers,

a talisman that soothes them like a prayer,

the means by which they figure

the tricks and ruses of that ruthless bird

as it sweeps indignities on those

who misuse and abuse its world.
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The MacQueen and Gillies Stones

Near the crest of Oiseaval, there are a cluster of three distinct and unusual rocks. Known as the Mackinnon, MacQueen and Gillies stones, they all have their own legends; the tales of the latter two linked closely together. They stand parallel to each other a metre or so apart. Nearest to Village Bay, MacQueen’s Stone is mainly covered by moss and lichen, but if the observer looks closely, they can see that there are two bare spaces on its crest, roughly resembling footprints. The Gillies Stone is largely flint, though it appears to have dark, scorch marks at its base as if it has been burnt by flames. Both these rocks feature in a legend that has formed the postscript to the entry in the diary of Mrs MacLachlan, wife of the schoolmaster and missionary Peter MacLachlan, who was based on the island from 1906 till 1909.

‘Friday September 27 1907

Went into William’s House where there was an assembly of women. There I heard the astounding intelligence that Annie MacQueen, daughter of Finlay, is to have a baby in a month or two, and that the father is our friend Donald Gillies, son of poor Finlay Gillies. We are awfully sorry about it and would never have believed it of the latter. Saw Annie MacQueen (one of the culprits) in bed in William’s house, as her father put her out of the house last night and says he will never allow her to darken his doors again.’1

It is the days and hours which follow that lead us to these stones. Apparently, surrounded by the entire congregation, young Annie was forced to stand on the rock that bears her surname, clinging to it so firmly that the prints of her prehensile toes appeared to have dug their way into its surface. Alongside her was her boyfriend, Donald Gillies, perched on top of the large flint stone. Together, they faced the wrath of MacLachlan’s words. His finger flayed in their direction; words spat from his lips.

‘By your sinful actions, you have cast a blemish on this community. You have sullied both the names and reputations of your family with this wicked deed you have done.’

It is said that the foot of the Gillies Stone began to grow black as the sermon progressed – whether through the heat of MacLachlan’s words or the foul nature of the sin the young couple had committed, no one can be certain. The islanders were all, however, aghast at the change that had taken place in the colouring of the rock.

‘It’s as if it’s been on fire,’ one of the older Mackinnons declared, examining it.

Beside that rock, of course, there was the Mackinnon Stone. Its dark and ominous story will be told later…

1  This extract is from Bill Lawson’s essay, ‘Hiort in Pre-1930 Writings’ in Rewriting St Kilda, ed. Bob Chambers (The Island Book Trust, 2011).


Swearing Stone

Curses chip; 
oaths obscure,
obliterate;
swears wear away
the face 
of that monolith
till the day
it
topples, 
sways, 
disintegrates,
brought low 
by foul mouthed rages, 
ill-tempered displays
that grey stone
accrues 
from years 
it stands
accumulating 
the ill-feelings
emanating 
from the mouths of
those who lived for centuries 
in their homes in Village Bay.


Spinster’s Stone

She always occupied the steepest camber,

as if she recognised the danger

of making herself a stranger

to the ways and lives of men.

And women, too, for she had never sensed the strong urge

of flesh, that blood-surge

the others talked about, its mysteries divulged

in these moments when

there was time to speak, when fatigue

made them falter in their labours, when the beaks

of puffins had stilled and hands were no longer streaked

with feathers, blood.

She’d grow still then, a basalt pinnacle

that stood out beyond the others on that hill,

gazing on these women who imagined their arms filled

with children,

while she became inflexible,

unmoved by the flow and tangle

that seemed to make their lives

both fertile and fulfilled.


Emigrants’ Stones

Each was as small

as the chance of seeing

loved ones again.

Hammerheads

hidden within walls

with thumb and finger grooves

worn away by ancestors,  

left behind

the evening they moved

from home that final time.

White pebbles

decorating cleits or cairns

as testimony

they would not remain

there any more.

Boulders their fingers shoved

or rolled

as witnesses to houses

left empty in the cold rain

of their parting.

But most of all,

these sea-smoothed stones

they laid

within the ashless grates

of vacant homes,

Inscribed with date

to create reminders of the grieving done

when the ones who were left behind

bowed their heads with knowledge

they might one day be alone.


Bachelor Stone

There used to be a slab of flint they called the Bachelor Stone,

where Ewen lay for long nights and always on his own;

while other men went hunting for fulmar flesh and bone,

he’d contemplate star patterns in the sky above his home

and shout unto the heavens, grind his teeth and groan:

‘Why among grass and heather that each year sheds its seed?

Why among the seabirds bringing nestlings their feed?

Why, when even rams and ewes are stirred by blood and heat,

does my flesh lie chilled as flint-stone, unmoved by human needs?’

And he’d lie there for so long that they’d forget he was

ever once among them, far less had now been lost,

his clothes transformed to lichen, skin becoming moss

until the wind would shake bone and he’d cry out like a ghost,

voice echoing across cliff-tops, booming round its coast:

‘Why when tide and ocean shifts each day without fail,

why, when there is movement both in grey slug and snail?

Why, when even seed and grass-stalk dance high into the air,

do I lie upon this flint-stone like a fulmar in a snare?’

There used to be a slab of flint on the edge of Village Bay,

which once was white and shining, but now’s a shade of grey

for it bears Ewen’s shadow, which has long faded away,

though – if you listen – you can hear his voice on cloud-filled nights and days,

with its chorus of questions, the disturbing words he says:

‘Why, when gulls and gannets need partners to bring warmth,

why, when other men can admire the sweep of woman’s form,

does my blood take on the wind’s chill, my breath become like loam,

my bones decay and perish, become part of this flint-stone?’


Needle Rock

The tailor took his inspiration from

the sharpness of that skerry in the bay

and how that guano glinted on its rock

like a sharp edge of steel

with shags and cormorants dipping

thread within the weave

wrapped tight around the island,

binding human life within

that shoreline where he stitched,

marvelling at how the master tailor made

this world with all the dedicated care

he tried his best to imitate

while practising his trade.


Cobbler’s Stone

It used to stand before the house of Seoras,

the rock that looked just like a human foot

on which they’d stretch out gannetskins

and shape them into sturdy shoes or boots

which men would wear on their Sunday sermons,

with extraordinary style and zeal,

believing they resembled the god Mercury

with a tuft of wings above each heel.


Confession Stone

This is the rock that Murdo told

how he let slip Neil’s hand

one midnight hunting razorbills

upon an edge of land.

This is the rock where Iain confessed

of the wrong he’d done,

stealing Finlay’s store of guillemot eggs

and sacks of gannet down.

This is the rock where Angus admitted

how he came by Morag’s house one night

to scoop up a jar of fulmar oil

to fuel his dying light,

or how Murdo’s weak heart fluttered

upon the afternoon he dared

to step near Murdag’s washing line

and steal her underwear,

until that monolith exploded

because of all the words within.

Layers of gneiss combusting

with their thunderous load of sin.


Mackinnon’s Stone

It was first given that name in 1846, when Iain Mackinnon of the Great Silvery Beard used it time and time again to tie his rope around when he clambered down the cliff at Oiseaval to gather and harvest fulmars. One time, however, the knot frayed, chafing against rock before he tumbled, his body shattering against waves. The next day, a crow was found on its crest, cawing out a long, discordant message to those who lived on the island, each sound a blasphemy or curse. No bird was recorded to have rested on top of the stone again till some 22 years later, when young Rachel Mackinnon stumbled on it when making her way home through a dense, impenetrable mist to her home in Village Bay. Head over toes, she plunged into the sea, not surviving her fall. Again, a crow was perched on its summit, the gneiss below its claws forbidding as a pulpit as it preached its dark, cruel sermon.

The next time an event of this kind occurred was when Lachie Mackinnon sat on the stone after he had guided a group of visitors to the edge of Oiseaval on a mild summer’s day. At one moment, he was entertaining the group with his tale of how a member of the Bonaparte family had once landed in Village Bay, claiming the island for France. The following minute, he was clutching his chest and choking for breath, unable to stand. Again, a similar ritual occurred. The crow landed, both its stillness and the black sheen of its feathers contrasting with the speed and whiteness of gannets as they dived for food nearby. It was on this day that Angus Mackinnon warned his family that no one who bore his name was ever allowed to go near that stone again.

‘Death waits for anyone who goes there,’ he declared, his voice as dark and compelling as any minister. ‘It has happened too many times in that place for those of our kin.’

For the most part, this warning was obeyed by the generations who came after. However, there was one exception. It is recorded that one member of the family ignored his words a few years after the island was evacuated.
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Lover’s Stone

The true story of the Lover’s Stone is not the one usually told. Instead, that pinnacle of rock was first clambered upon by Aonghas MacQueen, who was found perched on it the day his son left for the mainland, balancing till his vessel disappeared over the grey horizon. He was followed soon after by Lachlann MacQueen, who built a small cairn of stones on its crest, standing there on the tips of his toes for hours on end. He would lean over, trying to see if the remains of his son who had fallen from the cliffs were still intact deep within the blue…

Or he would stretch out his fingers, desperate to sense the fluttering of his lost child’s soul somewhere above his head.


Gannet Shoes

The natives of St Kilda were reputed to use gannet skin as footwear.

They plucked the final feathers,

scorched vestiges of down,

till only stubbled skin remained;

a nine o’clock shadow engrained

in a poor man’s substitute for leather

fitting the wide-ankled foot

God had somehow cobbled, thrown together

to enable their long toes to weather

the savagery of spray,

help them, too, to clamber Stac a’Langa,

Connachair, the beak of Dun…

But these shoes fashioned from the flesh

of solan goose were designed

for a different purpose.

Not the skerry nor the crag.

The shimming down of cliff-face

to coax and catch the kittiwake or shag.

The stepping out for sermons.

The path home from a ceilidh

in damp or dewfall of the dark.

Instead, they stitched and laced

patchwork and scrag-ends left behind

from pan and plate

after they had feasted

in hope the skin retained

the buoyancy of that bird,

its speed of movement, turn and tilt,

the way it whirls its body

on a downward twist from Heaven,

all that might enable them to plunge

off the edge of arches, clefts and caves

to bring up from the dashing shades of water,

secret darkness of the waves

whatever might be salvaged:

the dark glimmering of petrels, shearwaters,

guillemots and puffins

that a dive might sweep

and lift up to the surface

take bird-flesh home to houses,

end the thunder in their stomachs,

keep life over the winter’s course

both secure and safe.


Cleit

According to the celebrated 18th century historian, Donald Donald, there is no doubt that the islanders were among the most sullen and sulky people ever to have existed in history. Each time they quarrelled with one of their friends and neighbours, they would march from their homes. Picking up two large stones from a nearby wall, they would head out beyond the boundaries of Village Bay, laying these rocks on the ground there, murmuring and muttering their resentments against those with whom they shared their world. 

Over time, both the pile of stones and arguments grew. A wall of rock would form, accumulating from each fresh generation of family quarrels, layer upon layer, word upon bad-tempered word. They did this until they created thousands of cleitean or cleits, little stone outhouses which many later came to believe were created to store bird-flesh, eggs and feathers, all the things that were essential to a St Kildan’s life.

They did no such thing. Instead, they were employed to shelter the islanders from the lash of wind and rain, the consequences of their ill-will to each other, as they brooded on the wrongs that had been done to them, each word of hate and insult weighing them like stone.


Flight II / Sgaoth II
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Feather Store

Walls of plumage

made to store and cage

their feathers

with pinions for foundations,

dug in deep

within a nest of rock.

Bricks, too, shaped from quills

with which men filled

and blocked off darkness,

labouring to reach heights

roofed with light, white

tufts of down.

Such a structure stood

upon the island

till the hour

people there took flight

when it soared and spread

its wingspan across Heaven,

a glorious annunciation

sparkling feathers throughout night.


The Gospel on the Island

Sometimes they saw wings

in the pages of the Bible

their preacher turned over in the pulpit,

each flow and flutter patterned

with the print of Scripture’s verse.

All different sorts of birds.

The gannet and the fulmar.

The slightness of the sparrow, rock-pipet

blown along the shore-front,

rising from that book

to flit across pews

and settle down among them,

make their mouths always hungry

for the sweetness of the word.
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Albatross

They never expected the albatross to be

nesting with the gannets on Stac Lee.

But there it was among them – that great bird

alien to the others, preposterous and absurd

with its ungainly stretch of wings

which they felt a puff of wind could tip and fling

into the Atlantic, send it tumbling from the sky.

‘Such creatures,’ Ewan sniggered, ‘were not designed to fly.’

But Calum recognised it. He had heard

some hour in the classroom Coleridge’s words

telling of a curse, how lives were lost

when a mariner sought to kill an albatross,

and he restrained them, stopped the use of rod and noose

they’d brought with them to harvest the young of the solan goose.

‘We’d better not do that. It would be a grievous wrong.

Round our necks eternally, that great bird would be hung.’

Ewan did not listen. He only saw the feast

fate had set in store for them if they killed that marvellous beast.

Skin (which he imagined) if fitted on his foot

could be stretched into a fine pair of thigh-high boots,

the envy of his neighbours when he stepped out on Sabbath day

dressed in neat and splendid black as he made his prayerful way

to kirk. And then there were the feathers, down

which might tower over Conachair as it splayed across the ground.

‘I’ll risk the curse,’ he thought aloud, ‘Nothing will be lost

if I go out this morning and kill the albatross.’

That bird must have read his thoughts. It was uncanny, weird

how its wings swept down upon him, speared

him from his ledge from the rock.

They saw feet take off from under him. Shock

flash upon his features as he was shaken from the brink

of stone down into the water – too much for him to drink.

And then it rose up once again, how its flight tacked and veered

as if to guard its new friends if another threat appeared…

They went home that year empty. Not a fowl

within their boat; grief their only haul

as they walked up to their houses, lonely and forlorn

to be all sadder, wiser men when they woke the following morn…


Sabbath

Some weeks it would shudder, entering their lives

like a sudden snap of Arctic snow

that froze their whole existence,

and they would step out tentatively and go

inch-by-inch upon a layer of frost and ice,

aware if they put a foot wrong

they’d fall foul of the island’s strictures,

their step sliding from under them

so they’d no longer quite belong.

Sometimes, too, they’d make their way

through the rigidity of rainfall,

not lifting heads to recognise the surrounding calls

that on weekdays beckoned them to cliff or crags.

Instead, forced to ignore them, they scurried back

and forth between kirk and home,

drummed into strict procession

by the whip of wind and sermon,

the preacher’s endless, hectoring monotone.

And sometimes, too, it was a blessing.

These hours in kirk a breakaway

from their back-aching labours, all that work

that gained them little riches or reward.

A moment, too, when they could let their guard

down against the threat and risk of death,

the proximity of danger,

and seek the company of angels,

longing for that moment when they’d be swept away

from these shores and be tucked inside Heaven’s filament.
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Lowering

And so it came to pass, on the far-flung feathery kingdom the islanders called home, that a man called Donald MacDonald of the Curly Red Beard lay dying for years, wrapped up in blankets and stretched out in the confines of his box bed.

Some days he complained the others were neglecting him, not including him in the talks and conversations that went on around his house-fire. At other times, he grumbled about his health and well-being, how his family were not feeding him properly or tending to his welfare in the way he thought they should.

But most of all, he was vexed about the way he was not allowed to go to the cliffs any more, that for all his legs were weak and feeble, his arms and hands were swift, dextrous and strong. They could still, he claimed, pluck birds and eggs from nests. They could wind their way into cracks and crannies in crags and cliffs to plunder the rich harvest to be found there.

For many years, they ignored his pleading but, eventually, aware his spirit was declining, that the heart which drummed inside his chest was quietening, ebbing away, they decided to give into his requests, lifting him on a stretcher that had been gifted to them by the Nurse. He was covered by an oilskin cloth, lashed down by rope fashioned from sheep-gut. Slowly, they hauled him out the doorway, taking him in the direction of the cliffs of Conachair, his body lifted by the hands of those who were going to be with him on the crags.

And they lowered him feet-first over the edge, gently and slowly, watching his face grow light with wonder while he hovered there, swinging back and forth, turning from side to side. All around him, the fulmars were swirling, brushing the air-space around him, almost touching his red beard with their wings. The others held their breath as they watched him hanging there, thinking it was one of the most strange and mysterious sights they had ever seen.

‘Seall! Seall! Seall!’ Donald shouted, fascinated by the strangeness of the birds, his voice urging them to look at creatures they had long taken for granted. The entire world seemed miraculous to him, after years of being confined to his home.

It did not take long for his hands to start moving, to whirl with energy and accuracy as they stretched out and grasped the birds that were in his reach, stuffing them down behind the rope that lashed down the stretcher. Soon, there were six or more tacked there, feathers fluttering in the breeze.

‘Suas! Suas! Suas!’ he shouted, demanding to be lifted to the summit once again.

They obeyed him, hauling him once more to the crest of Conachair, watching as his fingers brushed against sea-thrift, clumps of grass growing on the edge of rock, as astonished by their shade and texture as he had been in his youth.

‘Suithad! Sios a-rithist…’ he said excitedly once the others had divested him of his load, determined to be lowered down again.

‘Bheil thu cinnteach? Are you sure?’ they asked.

They could see from the gleam of sweat that covered his features that he had, perhaps, over-exerted himself. There was the gasp of his breath, the fingers that continued to tremble as if they were still reaching out for a harvest of birds. He had spent so much of the last few years in his bed that they were frightened this might be too much for him, that his last hours were not too far away.

‘Tha… Sios a-rithist! Chuir sios mi a-rithist!’

And so they did as he asked, watching once again as they dropped him slowly over the cliff-edge. For a moment, the stretcher swivelled, caught by a gust of wind, before it steadied once again, moving down the face of the rock. This time, though, the birds no longer whirled round him, no longer made loud squawks and cries at his intrusion. This time, too, his hands no longer moved with the same speed and skill as before. Instead, his fingers crawled towards the rocks, moving slowly and hesitantly towards a gap where a fulmar nested.

His hand emerged with an egg. They saw it in his hand, white and lustrous, as pure and bright as any they had seen.

Moments later they watched it fall, crashing towards the sea below…


Shearwater

You’d think they’d be light and empty-headed creatures,

considering how they skimmed the surface of the sea

without height or depth of knowledge,

only a fleeting awareness gained at such velocity

that nothing could quite sink in

or be seen within a greater context,

but that was not how the islesmen saw them.

Instead, they marvelled at the stretch

of ocean they skipped over,

the accumulated detail their flight gained,

that they considered them the bird of greatest wisdom

and feasted hard upon them to improve

the slow and ponderous workings of their crag-bound brains.
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Storm Petrel II

Alive, they are a flare of black,

          a flickering after nightfall

                      these hours

                                   they flocked home in the dark

                                               to congregate in cracks of walls,

                                                             gnarled cliffs, houses, towers…

Dead, they gave off flame, a light

         burning from their beaks,

                tapping oil

                         within both flesh and feather, brightening nights

                                    for fishermen below decks

                                               resting from their toil

                                                           in that island’s shelter,

                                                                      raiding ocean’s silver

                                                                                   far from familiar soil.

[image: ]


Bats

They came out of a starlit sky,

a swell of darkness,

threat of rain,

as if some great thunderburst was flaring

out their way to rinse

and silence barking sheep-dogs,

soften peat-bogs,

make sure each ageing complexion

became fresh and young again.

But there was, too, the high-pitched squeak

unique to that night;

the sound bringing each man from his household

to stand his ground against them,

flinging lines and casting nets

into dark to catch that black flight,

discovering as they fell,

there was no plumage on these birds,

and they preferred

the taste of puffin

to pickings from the pelt of pipistrelle.


Moths

Moths must have tried to catch attention

each still and peaceful night,

spinning round the darkness,

clattering against the foul and flickering light,

as if to say ‘You fancy me?

Why don’t you try my flavour? Give me a little bite…’


The Tale of the Vain Puffin

This puffin used to preen himself,

proud of how he looked,

believing that his profile would one day

decorate the spines of children’s books,

and so, he often fluttered down

near the window of the island school

to hear the children recite verse,

learn ABC and simple rules

of grammar, that one day might help

them read aloud the stories he enjoyed,

like Treasure Island, Jungle Book,

Little Lord Fauntelroy,

until the day when learning puffed him up

to do something even braver, bolder,

when he rested on a seaman’s head

and nestled down upon his shoulder.

‘Captain Flint,’ he sang aloud,

‘Doubloons… Pieces of eight,’

till the sailor caught him by the neck

and he became the very next meal they ate.

And so the moral of this tale;

if you live in dangerous times,

don’t let vanity gush through your head.

Stay secure and safe with nursery rhymes.


Myths and Landmarks II
/ Uirsgeulan agus luilean II
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Why St Kildans Ground Down 
the Teeth of Their Dogs…

It was a child remembering the tale of Red Riding Hood that allowed the islanders to guess the nature of the long brown object that washed up one night on their shore. At first, they pushed and prodded it with their fingers, wondering if it were a strange, salt-soaked stretch of stone or – perhaps! – the turd of a constipated whale that had swam nearby, obtaining a moment of relief in their vicinity. The object was certainly hard and fibrous enough to fit that description.

Finally, Angus, one of the school’s pupils, worked it out. He had been given a book of children’s fairy stories by a summer visitor. He pointed out an illustration of a little red-coated girl being followed by a grey wolf down a forest path in its pages.

‘It’s a tree trunk,’ he declared.

At first, they were proud of his cleverness. A day or so later, however, they grew edgy and suspicious again. They wondered if the Big Bad Wolf that had swallowed the girl’s grandmother might also come towards them on one of the next full tides. Noting how similar they were to that creature, they eyed their sheep dogs warily, wondering if these animals could always be trusted to be loyal, on their side…

It was because of their doubts that after a meeting of the Parliament, they set out to catch their dogs, blunting their teeth with the edges of stones.


Another St Kildan Legend 
Involving a Tree Trunk

They took it as a sign

and symbol

when in their last days,

yet another tree trunk

was felled upon their shore.

Within a crumbling wall,

they raised it,

rooted it in peat,

posted up a crudely painted sign

upon one of Main Street’s doors,

‘Come and see our Great Estate.

St Kilda’s thriving forest.

Shilling per adult visitor.’

Till the day, they

swung an axe and sawed it down,

heading off to Morven,

knowing their lives could not thrive

below its shade and foliage

any more.


How St Kildan Women 
Foretold the Future

Within a throng of fulmar feathers,

womens’ hands would plunge

through plumage,

digging through entrails to discover

a knot of gut

and calculate the future

from its shade or shape,

discerning from colour

the onslaught of weather,

if there might be

the settled pink of summer sunsets,

dark scarlet

of encroaching storms;

each sliver, too,

foretelling what’s to come.

Rings slipping round their fingers.

Each cross a space within the graveyard

for a child that’s not yet born.


Loss

When they let loose their hair,

it swept like thunder on that island,

black, fair and grey rain pouring,

unbound from shawl and hairpin,

clip and band,

that for centuries it had been

curled and coiled within,

but had now become unfastened,

allowing torrents to fall

on places of confinement,

granting long locks liberty

to submerge the shoreline,

inundate the coast,

an overflow of tresses seeking out and flooding

the homes they’d once been held in,

the limits of that terra firma,

each contour of their territory.

These fine strands covering all,

concealing glen, cliff-face and mountain,

unleashing grief and tears

that choked and welled within them

now gushing like a fountain,

cascading from the souls of those

who had been nearly broken

by the loss of children, husbands,

the ones that crossed

over into the ocean’s hold

or the harsh grip of the cemetery

that would not let go their kin.

When they let loose their hair,

it was both signal and sign

that their restraint was now over 

and mourning could begin.


Widows and Spinsters

It would have been a delight to discover

how the women there released themselves

from dark clothes

late at night,

that before they went to bed

they’d shed the black that shrouded skin,

begin

to cast off scarves and hairpins,

let long hair shine and glimmer

as they’d spin

for hours before their mirrors,

sure that no men would step in

and disturb them at their revels,

knowing in these hours they’d be

displaying curve and cleavage,

becoming merry widows, spinsters

before their dotage came,

dressing up for bedtime in scarlet lingerie.

It would be a delight to find

some enchantment overcame them,

when they were concealed and hidden

from men’s sight

and they could do

all that was forbidden:

put on lipstick and make-up,

take to flight,

dance fandango and bolero,

quadrille and Highland fling,

casting aside their funeral clothes

to meet and couple with the light.


Love-making in St Kilda

When a man makes love to a St Kildan woman,
her moans and sighs are like the cries of birds –
a cooing and screaming that seems scarcely human
but has been fashioned never to disturb
those who might mistake the sounds their passion makes
for flocks circling Village Bay at night.
Scanning skies for wings when morning breaks,
they wake unaware another soaring flight
has taken place in Main Street’s walls
where a man and woman coupled to break free
from an island’s bonds and strictures, all
that conspired to tie them down. Gravity
was shed along with trousers, skirt and shawl
as they touched the heights that birds can reach 
with their bodies’ power and beauty, rise and fall,
arms changed to wings by the tumultuous air they breathe.


A St Kildan Woman Writes a Love Song 
to Her New Husband

When I first heard you were to be mine, 
my heart trembled 
like a wren within a wall, 
hoping your fingers
would be soft as down 
and not rough
as touch 
of quills on wing-tips,
trusting, too, that as we bedded down
on fulmar feathers,
you would not possess 
the gannet’s savage thrust
but instead the slow and easy rhythm
of a cormorant
diving
for bright and gleaming fish.
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Youthful Fashions on Hiort

(for Ian Duhig)

1

There used to be a gang of Goths
that hung around the crags near Village Bay.

Some thought they resembled cormorants

with hair permanently tufted by the wind.

They dipped into salt water

if they thought it was sufficiently dark and deep

to match their mood.

Incipient vegetarianism made them forsake the guga.

They sang interminable Gaelic songs that clashed

with the upbeat rhythms of their parents’ psalms.

Aware no one understood them,

they dreamed of flying into exile on Boreray.

Their movement died away when they decided

they weren’t sufficiently distinctive,

and the widows out on Main Street

began scolding them

for stealing all their clothes.


2

You’d know them for their bovver boots,

drainpipe breeks, close-shaven skulls,

and the thin scrapes of guga bone

with which both cheek and loop and whorl

of ear was pierced. Often they wore chains

that once dangled the dark cauldrons

their grandmas hung above the flames

to boil and bubble puffin in.

But most of all, you’d tell them from the way

they used to spit globules of oil and scream

slogans at their elders, decry

the reactionary nature of their ancient régime.


3

From time to time,

there came a new generation

with the desperate need

to escape the way their lives

were locked in there;

Whose days blew round and round

like winds puffing clouds of puffin down,

who longed to wear flowers

and not plumage

in shawls that bound down hair;

who wanted to be lifted off

on fulmar wings

from Mullach Mor and Connachair,

to land and settle somewhere

like the South Uist machair,

where they’d heard legends of petals

shaded yellow as the gannet’s head,

the oyster catcher’s orange beak,

winged kaleidoscopes of colour

instead of rock and moorland,

stern, unflinching, bare.


Visitors / Coigrich
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Triptych

‘How much for your most precious egg?’

The businessman stood before Calum in his tweed jacket and plus fours, the smallest pair of leather brogues he had ever seen on an adult’s feet. His dark eyebrows  arched and eyes glinted as he stretched out his wallet in the direction of the islander’s stall.

‘I don’t know which one is most precious,’ Calum muttered.

‘The puffin? Guillemot? Storm petrel? Razorbill? Fulmar? There’s a tidy sum if you give it to me.’

It was then that Calum thought of the fulmar egg his son, Domhnall, had brought up from the cliff just moments before he ‘went over’. The first one of that year’s harvest, it was also the brightest Calum had ever seen, containing all the lustre of the moon.

‘I’ll go and get loads more,’ he had announced as he handed it over to his father. ‘It was just this one that caught my eye.’

Calum slipped it into his pocket at about the same moment he heard the cry, the rockfall, the splash into the water. When he reached home the following morning, knowing then his son had been lost, he placed the fulmar’s egg behind the clock on their fireplace in Village Bay. Bright as Domhnall’s spirit had once been, it still sat there, full of the warmth of the household flame, glowing like the constellations in the night sky.

‘How much will you pay?’ Calum asked.

‘A guinea.’

He rolled the sum round in his head, considering the extra food he could obtain for his family for that price. Tea. Potatoes. A jacket for the boy. Despite this, he sensed he could get a little more from the Glaswegian.

‘Two shillings more…’

‘You’re putting the deal in danger…’

‘Two shillings more.’

‘All right. I’ll pay it,’ the businessmen gleamed, reaching out his hand again to meet Calum’s calloused fingers. ‘You drive a hard bargain.’

‘All right.’

Calum went into the house again to bring the egg to him, placing it – warm and luminous – in the palm of his hand. Almost as soon as he saw it there, tarnished by the sweat of the mainlander’s fingers, he regretted the sale. What he had surrendered to the businessman was a pearl of great price, the soul that once belonged to the boy. Calum watched his visitor as he hobbled away on his tiny feet, a tail or some unnatural growth bulging in the seat of his trousers. It seemed to him that he had just given away the most precious gift his son had ever possessed to the Devil.

*  *  *

That summer the toymaker arrived on the island with the little clockwork models he had created in his shop. There was a dog that barked and wagged its tail; a soldier set to march, present arms and salute; some puffins that squawked and flapped their wings. They whirled, whirred and raced their way around Village Bay, rolling about from home to home until eventually, they stilled, their springs becoming broken, overwound, perhaps, by a child. When the last one halted, they thought that would be the end of the matter.

Until they arrived in August on the cliffs at Oiseaval.

When they clambered down the slope, tying their rope around the Mackinnon Stone, they discovered there were clockwork fulmars nesting on the crags there. They clicked their necks up and down, making loud, grumbling noises in their throats. One or two could even spit, gobbing out beakfuls of oil that had been used to lubricate their machinery.

Iain tried to eat one, but the tiny motor in the bird’s belly, the broken spring below its wing, got stuck in his throat.

*  *  *

Coinneach regretted it when he discovered his trick had turned out wrong.

But it had seemed a perfectly good notion at the time. A group of Americans had arrived on the island on a summer’s day. Walking around the houses of Village Bay, they had seemed charmed by its inhabitants. They nodded their heads in approval of the honest, humble ways of the people, how they lived so frugally, respecting the needs and wishes of one another.

‘They’re the nearest thing on this earth to angels,’ one lady declared. ‘You just feel blessed to walk the same ground as them.’

‘Yes… Yes… Yes… There’s no doubt they’re touched by Gabriel’s wings.’

It was the missionary who told Coinneach more about their visitors. Apparently, they all belonged to this strange sect called The Reformed Angelic and Apostolic Church of The Coming Millennium. The central core to their faith was that angels would be arriving soon to take them to a place where they would be prepared for flight before being lifted up to Heaven.

‘They will guide us there,’ a man said, ‘ready for Salvation.’

It was then that an idea occurred to Coinneach.

‘You’ll need wings,’ he said, ‘if you’re going to reach the place the Lord has prepared for you.’

When they looked at him with puzzled expressions, he spoke once again.

‘I know exactly where you might find them.’

He took them to the Feather Store, opening its door and showing the Americans all the birds’ plumage gathered there. There were quills and pinions from the wings of gulls and gannets; little puffs of black or grey from razorbills, guillemots and puffins; a huge collection of feathers from the birds of all shapes and sizes that had settled, however briefly, on their shores. He watched as the Americans plunged their hands into the sacks containing all the fine plumes that had been stored there, casting them heavenwards in clouds above their heads.

‘It is a sign… A revelation…’

‘There is little doubt that we have been sent here for a reason.’

‘Hallelujah! The great day is at hand!’

His pockets weighed down by money, he watched them climb towards Conachair. They dragged heavy sacks behind them. One or two even had feathers sewn into the shoulders of their jackets, puffing from the crowns of their hats. Some of them were dancing as they scaled upwards, the quills of gannets tight in their hands.

‘Best of luck! Best of luck!’ Coinneach kept shouting as he watched them on their trail.

It was the following morning he felt guilty, when they were found on the crest of Conachair, trembling with the fierce chill of a rain-lashed wind, the disappointment that the day they so much longed for had been delayed once again…
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Exhibits

The famous showman Mr Benjamin T Bradshaw made an unusual request when he arrived on the island. He ran a small travelling circus which journeyed around the towns and cities of mainland Britain, displaying ‘Amusements, Amazements and Curiosities’ to all and sundry who stepped within the entrances of his various tents and halls. He asked for three exhibits from the island to be placed alongside Brenda the Mermaid, Henry the Human Worm and The Infant Drummer 4 Years Old – An Amazing Fat Infant. After much discussion with the Island Parliament, three individual items were taken from Village Bay to become part of Bradshaw’s ‘Educational and Entertaining Enterprise’.

The first of these was a puffin which Lachlann MacQueen had taught to perform dance steps to accompany the psalm tunes sung and precented by his father at early morning worship in their home.

The second was Murdo Murray Gillies, a slow-minded teenager who was too clumsy and lumbering to survive for long on the cliffs.

The third was the fulmar – a bird at that time only found on the island cliffs. All three exhibits obtained mixed receptions from the visitors who congregated around them. The puffin was greeted with yawns and snide comments.

‘Can’t it do the waltz or the Charleston?’

‘It’s boring…’

Murdo Murray Gillies was looked upon with disgust and disapproval.

‘Such a fowl-smelling young man…’

‘An elephant ankled biped. Such appalling toes.’

Over time, the fulmar became the spokesman for the trio. Whenever visitors came into range, it would squirt oil in their direction, staining all the finery they wore for their visit. 

‘Math fhein…’ Murdo would chuckle. ‘Very, very good…’
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These Nights With Lydia

These nights with Lydia marked the beginnings of his delusion. His head reeled each time she came to his bed, enthralled not only by her nakedness but also by the power of flight his knowledge of her body gave him, her presence allowing him to soar above the confinement of the grubby basement room where he lived. There was the way she brushed his chest with the feather boa that adorned her neck, touching and teasing him with light, playful touches, whisking away the stench that clung to him after his day’s work. She would blow white plumes down his thighs, giggling as their lightness became trapped in the thick hairs that matted his skin, laughing as he held her in his arms, calling her his ‘Little Chick’, ‘Flamingo’, ‘Madame Kingfisher…’

‘Mr Baillie, you’re making my little heart go all a-flutter,’ she would chuckle in response.

At times like these, he would grin, noting how quills and down seemed to cluster everywhere in her presence. They even edged out of the insides of his pillow; little grey feathers that might have been plucked from some of the many seabirds that thronged the fields and shoreline near his childhood home in North Berwick. It all reminded Lawrence of the life he had been forced to leave behind, the way he had exchanged the farm with its view of Bass Rock for the dirt and sprawl of the city where he worked as a sanitation engineer, spending much of his time in the murky darkness below its streets. His eyes would moisten as he thought of the geese pecking the stubble of its fields, the sparrows and small birds chirping in the garden, the gannets challenging gravity as they plunged into the sea. Instantly, she returned him to all of that, escaping the dark suit that confined his flesh, allowing him to become once again the farmer that previous generations of his family had been.

In these moments, he tried to forget how he had first met her, the moment he glanced across Jamaica Street near the Clyde to see her standing on the pavement. She had just left MacSorley’s with its etched glass windows concealing those within, those exiled Highlanders and onshore seamen seeking to escape the grimness of their lives for a short time within the walls of that drinking establishment. With her swift, delicate movements, she resembled a small, light-coloured bird. It was a comparison that he was inspired to use as a result of her dress. There was the red tippet decorating her hat, plucked, perhaps, from the breast of an exotic fowl nesting in either the colonies or the furthest, southern edge of the continent. The feather boa that – he discovered later – was a constant presence around her neck. The rest of her outfit had much in common with that worn by other ladies plying her particular trade – a neat, trim coat a little worn at the elbows, thick, tweed skirt, and black boots. Her face had the sallow countenance of those who were hungry; thin wisps of fair escaping from the edge of her hat like wings flapping.

It was all this that made him stop as he made his way down the street, an impulse reaching out and catching him as if he was tossed into mid-air. He crossed the road and made his bargain with her, placing a few shillings in the glove of her hand…

Tangled in sheets, they would sometimes talk to one another. She told him that her real name was not Lydia. Instead, it was something ordinary, commonplace, a secret she shared with no one but which belonged to her old life in the Highlands, a place it was clear she belonged to when her accent became lost or slipped. She spoke about this in vague terms, telling of how her father was a fisherman; his boat trailed by gulls as it came into port with a hold full of fish.

‘I would go and meet him on the harbour… Another little bird waiting for her share of the catch.’

She would mention, too, how she had married a man from Glasgow soon after she arrived in the city.

‘He gave me a child and precious little else. Disappeared as soon as he heard the first squall from the cradle.’

It was this that led her to her present trade. She claimed she only took a few clients, ones whose company she took on a first, hurried impression. She said this had been the case with him.

‘I knew you were shy and sweet, guessed it from the moment you stepped out from behind the carriage. It was even obvious it was the first time you had ever done anything like that… You stammered as if you were a virgin. I knew that right away.’

He blushed, aware that this was true. Shyness afflicted him each time he spoke to a woman. Words fumbled on his tongue; a result, perhaps, of his appearance. His head was a dark, grizzled brown. His eyes were much the same shade, small and beady and set beside his long beak of a nose. Small and thin with short, tapering legs, the rest of his body didn’t help his confidence much either.

But that’s changed a lot since then…’ She laughed at his reaction, drawing him towards her with the boa once more. He felt their brush, the touch of her lips on his own, a shade clumsy at first, but slowly becoming warm and certain, a quiet confidence transforming him, as if her fingers contained ‘all the perfumes of Arabia’ and granted him cleanliness once again…

She flew the coop sometime later.

One day he went to meet her in Hope Street only for her to fail to turn up. A procession of black hansom cabs, carts drawn by lumbering horses, passed him as he waited there to see her, rain and cold penetrating his clothes. As he stood puzzling over her absence, he realised how little he knew about her identity. He wasn’t even sure he knew her real name. (Once a woman whom they had met in Buchanan Street had greeted her with another – ‘Eloise’. The sound clearly startled her, but she said nothing, turning her head quickly away.) He knew none of her friends. There was no one he could ask about her whereabouts. He pounded the wall in frustration, blood seeping from his knuckles. He could not even be sure if she was alive or dead, if she had been snatched away or parted from him willingly. In their last conversation, she had hinted that the latter might be the case.

‘We might need to fly away from one another,’ she had said. ‘It wouldn’t be good for a young man with your prospects to be too involved with the likes of me.’

He had tried to joke her out of this, but she had shook her head, picking up a feather and using it to tickle the tip of his nose.

‘Think of it, Lawrence… Think of it…’

There were other women after that. The mousy, timid daughter of a Glasgow businessman who it was hard to imagine even removing her clothes in the dark of their own bedroom, far less displaying herself, flourishing both flesh and feather in the way Lydia had done. He had even paid a few prostitutes to act like she had done, buying one a pair of large feathery fans which she drew back and forth before her body, revealing herself one moment, concealing herself the next. It was an act they all performed without flare or conviction. They lacked the delicacy of touch she had possessed, drawing feathers clumsily across his skin.

And there was, worse, an absence of laughter. They only displayed unease before this weird, little man and his odd, little fancies. He imagined the way they might talk about him when they met, discussing his behaviour.

‘He’s away with the birds,’ they would declare. ‘Gives me the creeps.’

He drank in order to stop himself thinking about Lydia, her features blurring when he took his fourth or fifth glass. Sometimes, though, her face would stay with him, remaining in his thoughts even as whisky plunged him deeper and deeper into despair.

‘Mr Bailie, you’re making my little heart go all a-flutter,’ she would say.

His spirits began to lift the day he first heard talk about the island. George Burnett, one of the partners in the firm, had gone to visit its shores on one of these steamships that travelled around the Scottish islands, stopping at each port on their route.

‘Strangest place I’ve ever come across in all my travels,’ he declared. ‘High cliffs. All these seabirds. Strange Gaelic-speaking folk who survive just by eating them. It’s a little like stepping back in time, Lawrence. One minute you’re standing, holding onto the iron rails of a modern steamship. The next you come to a shoreline where you feel the wheel was just invented a year or so back.’

He read much about the island over the following months, discovering the names of its cliffs – Conachair, Mullach Mor, Oiseaval – and the names of the few families that lived in their shadows. They began to invade his dreams and working life. He would be checking some newly constructed part of the city’s sewer system for cracks and repairs when he would find himself on a cliff-top, made giddy by height rather than the fetid atmosphere that was all around him. Sea air might waft in his direction, dissipating its foulness. His sight would be filled with the marvellous light that – he imagined – could be found in that far periphery off Her Majesty’s domains, relishing its freedom and space. He would be unaware of how his colleagues glanced in his direction, shaking their heads with concern.

‘What’s up with Bailie? The job seems to be getting to him.’

The following summer he arrived on the island, journeying with a few adventurous members of Scotland’s business class from Oban to its shores. Keeping his distance from them, he watched as they walked among the houses of Village Bay, offering cash for lengths of tweed or collections of seabird eggs.

‘And what variety are they?’ they might ask, turning a speckled shell around and around in their fingers.

He knew they didn’t like him. Women stepped away when they came near on deck, as if the smell of the sewer system was contaminating his breath and they had to keep their distance. Men recoiled when he stretched out his hand, avoiding the stink of human excrement that was, perhaps, tainting his skin. No matter. He sat on a stone and watched the birds that flocked around the island. Puffins congregated on Dun. Gannets dived into the bay. Fulmars nested on cliffs and the stone walls of cleits. He could even see a flurry of down and feather tossed about by the wind, gathered in mounds behind the houses. ‘All of Neptune’s birds-of-flight would soon brush his soul and fingers clean…’

When the others had gone, making their way to the cemetery and the island’s cliffs, he walked over to the Post Office where Fergusson was standing behind the counter, smoking his pipe.

‘I wish to buy one of the single women on the island,’ he declared.

He had seen them making their way around Village Bay. Slim and shy, they held themselves upright in the stiff wind that was blowing around the island, as if they were fulmars in flight. Little puffs of feather were stuck to their clothing, like snowflakes in their shawls and dresses. One even had a few in her hair, decorating her dark curls. They resembled white strands acquired early in youth, contrasting with her unlined face.

‘Don’t worry. I will marry her,’ he said when the silence grew too long. ‘I’ll look after her well. It’ll all be a respectable arrangement. It’ll benefit us all.’

Ferguson gaped, the thickness of his grey beard unable to disguise the fact his mouth was hanging open. ‘What nonsense is this? We do not sell our woman here.’

‘It would help you all if you did,’ he stammered, thinking of the coins he had pressed into Lydia’s fingers, buying her for the night. ’On the mainland, women can be purchased in that way. Lydia the love of my life…’

‘Not here! Not in this place!’ A hand waved in his direction. ‘You mainlanders think you can buy whatever or whoever you like, but that’s not the case here. Some things are still held precious in this place…’

‘But …’

‘Get out of here! Get out of here!’

He turned away, his head down as he wandered towards the school. He was muttering to himself as he did this, fingering the thick brown wallet he had in his inside pocket. Once or twice he even interrupted the progress of women who were walking past, carrying food and stores from a cleit to their home. His questions would follow as they made their way from him, slipping as soon as possible from his side.

‘How much then…? How much do you want?’

They found Lawrence later in the Feather Store, lying back among the sacks of seabird feathers they had gathered to sell on the mainland. He had taken off his clothes and was lifting up huge handfuls of plumage, casting them up into the darkness of the room. One of the passengers, a doctor from Greenock, managed eventually to coax him from within its walls, whispering to him again and again.

‘I’m sure it can all be arranged… We’ll speak to the islanders. I’m sure it can all be arranged.’

It was the beginning of a long voyage home. For much of that time, he was trussed up in a sack, his hands bound and fastened with rope.

A fortnight later, he was committed to the Glasgow Royal Lunatic Asylum in Cowcaddens, where he remained for the rest of his life.


A Mainland Visitor Provides 
the Islanders With Underwear

They’d no notion how to wear these gifts of vests

– more holes than cloth, revealing too much skin –

and refused to ever slip them on their chests

but used them as nets to catch their pick of petrels in,

twirling simmits on their summits round and round,

synchronising movements in a strange network of kin

that involved full households trying to bring these small birds down

with nothings bound to nothings by small loopholes of string.
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And soon, the women followed suit,

heading across to Dun in cold pursuit

of puffin. There they cast aside the trammels

of Victorian underwear, the whalebone corsets, bustles,

chemise they found difficult to bear.

Soon, trembling in the chill of dark, they stood and flayed the air

with pantalettes and bloomers, all lace, broderie anglaise,

that lassoed the beak and neck of birds,

not allowing them to slip away

till each was tight-laced in their fingers

and they had stripped all plumage,

made fine cutwork of their prey.


Gannet’s Nest

Much turned up within a gannet’s nest.

In his time out on the stacs, MacQueen had found an ancient arrow-head, a grubby lace handkerchief and a brass sun-dial (‘Useless in this part of the world,’ old Gillies had declared). Each one had somehow been skimmed off the surface of the waves; the birds diving from cloud to scoop up the item floating on the water or lodged, perhaps, in a crack in one of the rocks below in its beak. Yet the strangest discovery of all was the stained red coat draped on a ledge of the cliff-face, a few sticks laid on top of it for a makeshift nest. He had wrapped it round his waist after finding it there, showing the piece of clothing to all he came across when he came ashore.

‘Look at what I’ve found,’ he declared. ‘Wonder how on earth that got there…’

*  *  *

‘Red Riding Hood,’ Little Alexina declared when her father turned up, brandishing it in her fingers. ‘After she got away from the wolf…’

Her love of the story had been growing since the time she overheard the grown-ups whispering about where they might be able to go after they left the island.

‘They’re promising us jobs in the forestry scheme…’ she had overheard her father saying.

‘Whereabouts is that?’

‘In Argyll.’

‘And what will we do there? I’ve never even seen a real tree. Just pictures of them. They look like overgrown cabbages.’

‘Work there. Plant them. Chop them down.’

Her father shrugged his shoulders. ‘And how do you do that?’

Alexina had her own ideas of what the islanders might do there. She pictured her father like the wood-cutter in the story, using his blade to cut open the wolf that had swallowed Grandma whole. ‘You could learn to be wolf-killers,’ she said.

The rest smiled, wondering how these thoughts had come into her head.

‘She reads a lot. Spends most of her nights wasting fulmar oil, her nose stuffed in a book.’

‘She’s got an excellent imagination.’

But Alexina continued to believe in the truth of her story. There were wolves in the forest, beasts capable of gulping up any children that might appear on their path. The coat was proof of that – all the dangers that might be waiting for them on the mainland when they left. She might be walking to school when this creature came upon her. Smiling, it would show the sharpness of its teeth.

‘All the better to greet you with,’ it would say…

*  *  *

Mairead caressed it with her fingers, touching its buttons, brushing the label ‘McNamara Tailoring’ stitched within. Taking it into the privacy of her house, she waltzed with the grimy garment pressed against her, performing her own demented version of the Charleston and Military Two Step she had read about in some of the books that made their way to their shore. After he had overheard some of the women speaking about these dances, the missionary had even gone so far as to condemn them from his pulpit. They were both ‘evil and wicked, a temptation to the flesh’.

She lowered the coat, looking at it through the light of the fire. As flames flickered through the fabric, she imagined how she might be transformed if she wore a coat like this. Her small dumpy form might exude sex; the glances of men constantly shifting in her direction. It was a type of clothing she had never worn before, being all the time garbed in black, shapeless dresses and plain blouses, her only dash of colour a tartan shawl. She loved the luxury of its colour, this shade beside her skin.

It was all too much. She pictured the extravagant gestures of the rich and decadent woman who had first worn this coat. Not for her the creel tight and heavy on her back. Not for her the whirl of puffin feathers as she plucked that bird. Instead, there were nights when on the sands of the west coast of Scotland, she had cast off her coat, leaving it on the edge of the sea. After that there was the unpinning of her long river of hair, the removal of garments till she was wrapped instead in the arms of her lover stretched beside her, his skin as naked and shivering as her own.

And as they lay there together on the sand, the tide crept in, stealing the red coat from the shore.

*  *  *

The church elder Neil MacDonald saw it as a sign of other dangers, an omen of all the hazards waiting if they ever stepped on the mainland. For years he had scoured the pages of the Bible in the hope of coming across such warnings, coming across one in Chapter 17 of the Book of Revelations where St John the Divine warned of the arrival of a woman sitting on a scarlet-coloured beast, one that possessed seven heads and ten horns.

‘And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet colour, and decked with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup in her hand full of abomination…’

He saw it as yet more evidence of how the world outside the island threatened and menaced the community. If they ever stepped from its shores, they would be menaced and overwhelmed by its evil.

‘It’s yet another reason we should stay,’ he declared.

*  *  *

‘Macnamara… Macnamara…’ The words on the label chimed through Morag’s head. ‘The son of the sea’, it translated as, or so the schoolmaster had told them.

She recalled how similar words had been used to comfort her when she had been informed that her own eldest son had slipped and fallen from the crags.

‘He belongs to God now,’ Uilleam had told her, ‘God and the sea.’

She hated him saying it, imagining his blood spilling out into its waters, colouring the depths.

*  *  *

It was the missionary who persuaded them to give the coat to the captain of the first vessel who visited the island the following year.

‘It may be something the police are looking for. It could belong to a child who’s gone missing.’

MacQueen trembled. The thought had never occurred to him before.

‘Yes. Of course…’

He handed it over to the missionary, watching as his fingers placed it in the bottom of an old feather sack. He watched the old man lift it, marvelling at the lightness and fragility of the life that must have worn it at one time.

‘It won’t be long till a ship comes to land. We can hand it over then.’

‘That might be a good idea.’

He thought about that coat incessantly till the morning the ‘Marquess’ came into the bay, recalling the touch of the fabric, the label within, the little girl that might have been wrapped tight in it. He watched as the missionary gave it to the captain; the pair of them standing near the feather-store while the bag was passed between their fingers. The captain took it and stood there with the bag in his hands, folded behind his back, nodding occasionally as the passengers went by, making their way to Conachair or crowding into the graveyard with its collection of stones edging their way through the weave of grass.

His own children lay below some of them.

Time and time again, the same thing had occurred to them. His wife, Catriona had strained and buckled, bringing them into the world. There had been six of them; two boys, four daughters. After a few days of life, their breath had faded and faltered, their souls ‘going over’ into darkness. A few muffled words had been muttered over their bodies as they had been laid to rest.

He suddenly thought of the couple who might have lost their child, sending her out one day wrapped in her new red coat – courtesy of ‘McNamara Tailoring’ – and never seeing her any more. Perhaps she had gone down to the shoreline or the harbour. Perhaps she had braved a nearby cliff. Perhaps, too, she had gone out to the shops, clutching a penny to buy sweets for herself.

And then what might have happened? He did not know, for all a thousand thoughts and theories crammed his mind. She might have fallen off the end of a pier somewhere. She could have slipped on seaweed, falling off a rock. Perhaps someone had killed her, that red coat drawing a murderer’s attention as she skipped and danced through the main street of a town. Perhaps…

It was to stop these thoughts tormenting him that he decided to walk towards the captain as he stood there, ordering the crew around as they unloaded the boat. He watched the tea they had come to value being brought to shore. Sugar. A length or two of timber. Nails. New ropes for the cliffs.

‘You will let us know,’ he stammered. ‘You will tell us what happened.’

The captain’s face looked bemused when he saw the islander in front of him. His forehead became a ripple of waves. His white beard did not conceal the way his mouth was gaping.

‘About what?’ he barked.

‘About the red coat. I’m the one who found it, out there on the crags. If the police find out anything about it, can you let us know?

‘Oh, that…’

‘I’d like to know.’

‘Of course I’ll tell you. I’ll be giving it to the police when I get to Oban.’

‘Good, good. I’d be worried otherwise.’

‘Fine,’ the captain nodded, his attention back on his cargo once again.

MacQueen strolled away, certain he had made a good case for himself. It would not be too long till he heard about what had happened to the girl whose red coat he had discovered that day. Not that long at all.

It was not a thought with which he consoled himself for long. It troubled him throughout the winter, times like when he heard the missionary delivered a sermon about Joseph and his brightly coloured coat, how his brothers had attacked him, stripping the cloth from his back and selling him to a group of merchants (‘Agus thubhairt iad ri cheile, Feuch, tha an t-aislingiche so a’ teachd…’). He wondered if perhaps the girl’s brothers and sisters had come together to punish their father’s chosen one, throwing both her and the coat into waves once they had punished her.

Or the time when they lost the next child Catriona carried into life; the sight of that red garment coming back to him as they lowered another daughter into the earth.

He edged up to the missionary when the worship was over, whispering his question: ‘Have you heard anything about the red coat?’

‘No. No. No…’

‘Nothing in the papers?’

‘Not a word.’

‘You’d think they’d let us know…’

He directed the same words to the fishermen who began arriving on the island the following spring. They would shrug in response. One or two even smirked and giggled at the notion that someone from the mainland would know about a red coat.

‘You’ve no idea how big the world is out there, have you? Not a bloody clue.’

He’d pause when he passed the graveyard, thinking of the children he had laid out there. He could recall all their names – Morag, Effie, Iain, Angus, Catriona – and the despair he had felt at the sudden end to life. Cradling each one in his hands, he had grieved over their stillness, the inevitable way in which the earth had stolen them away from him. It was hard enough to cope with that emptiness when the child had not yet stirred from the cradle or the womb. What must it be like to see one stepping to school or shore one morning and never see them again? Small wonder that the day Joseph had gone missing, his father Jacob had torn his clothes, put on sackcloth, and refused to be comforted. MacQueen himself would go down to the grave in mourning for his lost sons and daughters, the legacy that would not survive his own life-span.

The day came when the ‘Marquis’ arrived. MacQueen watched the visitors making their way along Main Street, fingering the goods on display outside their homes. One or two took pictures of the island women sitting at their spinning wheels, the rhythm of feet magicking thread out of air. A number of the braver ones scattered, heading outwards the Camber, wanting to see the Lover’s Stone, Mistress Stone, the birds skirling through the air. They paused as they passed the graveyard, looking over its walls at the rough stones that marked the island’s missing sons and daughters.

It was then that he saw the Captain walking along the pier where the boat had been tied. MacQueen ran to catch up with him, his feet stumbling in his hurry, swerving from side to side to dodge the tea-chests and timber that had been unloaded. Breathless, he stood before his quarry, stammering out his question

‘What happened about the red coat?’

‘Sorry?’

‘The red coat. Did the police find out anything about it?’

‘About what?’

MacQueen noticed it then – a fragment of red cloth in the hands of one of the vessel’s engineers as he made his way along the dock. Stained with oil and grime, he knew right away what had happened to the coat he had found in the gannet’s nest.  

‘You forgot about it, didn’t you?’ he shouted, ‘A child – and you didn’t even do anything about it. Did you? Did you?’


Wrens

Like spume and spindrift, the pearls of wrens’ eggs

were found in the lower depths or ledges

of a cliff, not far from where shags and guillemots’ legs

stand till that hour they come to crack and shells

reveal these small birds that bear frail

notes, celebrating on each cleit and wall

their triumph at being born,

having survived these nights when stone and crags are torn

like shells below the cudgels of a storm.


Tree Sparrow

The tree sparrow must have landed there to sing

within the forest it believed was still standing

green and fruitful on the island’s cliffs;

these birches, rowans, willows now levelled below turf,

but still providing fuel for household fires,

their waterlogged trunks and branches drawn out of the mire

of dark peat to feed its constant flame.

But still that bird sang. Syllables and notes came

from its beak, that continual cheep and chirp

like the chip of these blades the people later gripped

when they were shipped off to the mainland,

the strangeness of their axes pulsating through their hands.


Castaway

1

No one knew from where the stranger came.

Washed upon the shoreline, his true name

was unknown. Yet content among our people,

he soon claimed

cliff-faces for his own, climbing crags in wind

or slashing rain.

Each crack now a footfall, he took the strain

of rope. Our words grew tame

upon his tongue, though the stumps of wings

jutting from the broad frame

of his shoulders showed the wife who shared his bed,

he never quite belonged.


2

He would look out for skeins of geese

as if their pulse of their wings might bring release

from his exile on that narrow slip of land,

Yet that longing might only last

a moment, passing swifter than their shadows,

for deep within, he could understand

That the way his heart and feet were tethered

for the likes of him was so much better

than

The shuddering of wings, the restlessness

his heart had not been fashioned

or created to withstand.


3

When he was dead,

we declared he was an angel,

one below the ranks of cherubim or seraphim,

who had come among us as a stranger,

like an albatross nesting among gannets

on the stac,

his broad and luminous back

a new, miraculous neighbour to our lives,

sharing, too, the burden of our labours,

and we were grateful, too, for his presence.

It seemed to give our existence

new breadth and dimension,

the meat he shared among us

granted greater savour

by the intensity of worship,

the whisper of his prayer.


The Death of the Last Great Auk

The last Great Auk ever found in Britain was killed by St Kildans, who believed its witchcraft was responsible for a particularly violent storm that struck the island.

[image: ]

And so we descended on it

– that strange bird –

and cried it for a witch:

as if its flightless wings

could summon up

the strength for storms;

as if head and beak could break

clouds free of their ledges

and bring rain tumbling

like eggs

shelled and shattered on these rocks.

A mistake, of course,

and when the flap was over

we looked down

into that great bird’s sightless eyes,

where could be read

our future –

black as nightfall,

boat slipping away in darkness

as it carried

the remnants of our race.


Smallpox Epidemic 1727–29

1

And we thought we were in danger

with seas snarling below us,

winds buffeting like gannets’ wings

while we tore their flesh for food.

And the cold that racked us

as fingers smashed at stone for shelter

was sharp as spume; a blitz of white

that stung us with each storm.

Hirta on the horizon during cloud

– yet when skies were clear,

Conachair sharp with sadness,

Oiseaval a clenched fist out of reach.

Where were the people

who had abandoned us –

the souls who had condemned us

to endless exile on this rock?

Yet when we had heard all they had suffered

– the scorching heat of fever –

we felt half-glad to have been stranded on that stac,

to have endured the chill

Of spring and winter on its stone

while they lacked strength to even dig

graves for those who were not there to greet us

when we returned to Village Bay.
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2

He had the choice of two ends. Sudden death

or that feathered vest

he wore upon his chest,

that day spent hunting

with his father

on that stac out to the west.

It lifted him from danger, a take off

stirring and placing him

with Gabriel, Raphael, Ariel,

all the familiar angels

hovering in their hosts above them

stranded on that rock.

Not so his father, his feathers

damped and soaked by rain-clouds

became a shroud that downed him

till he was toppled from his heights

and found drowned

within the sea’s depths,

while Macarus ascended,

gaining lightness from the sun

glowing weakly above cloud,

granting strength to pinions

until his homeward flight was done.
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Why Their Words Were Like Liquid…

Because salt air dampened consonants

and soaked and softened vowels.

Because all their cries crossed oceans,

resounding in the Bay of Fundy, Firth of Clyde.

Because seabirds lifted human speech

and plunged it deep in ocean.

Because fish could hear their whispers

bubbling in shoals.

Because their words were drowned in fear,

weighed down with children

swallowed prematurely by dark fathoms,

covered early by the earth.


Shags and Cormorants

After their boat had crashed and splintered on the rocks, Angus tried to think of new ways in which the islanders could catch fish. (The laird, after all, had said it was important for the future prosperity of the island.) After seeing pictures of some men from the Orient training cormorants to dip in and out of water, bearing their catch in their beaks, he decided he might train some native birds to behave in the same way, bring shoals to shore by this method from the waters off Village Bay.

He wasn’t successful. The birds were all too eager to swallow the fish they had brought to the surface. Even the ring around their black throats could not stop them. Each mackerel and herring, each sprat and eel they managed to trap disappeared down their gullets. Spitting and shaking his head in disappointment, Angus had to admit defeat and let them go.

But there was some profit from his labour. The birds formed into a tight and disciplined unit that could often be seen gathered on the shoreline. They dipped and swam together, performing elegant, underwater ballet as they did so. Some have argued that an American saw them while visiting the island on his travels, giving him the idea for synchronised swimming.

And then came the day in the First World War when a German warship sailed into Village Bay. It fired off its great guns in the direction of the Feather Store, knocking some of its masonry. It was at that point the cormorants came together in a team, moving towards the vessel like dark torpedoes tracking through the water. Their heads drummed in unison against the steel hull of the vessel, rocking the nerves and feet of the crew in an explosion of sound.

‘Wie bitte?’

Unsure what had happened, they turned their boat away, never troubling the islanders again.


Love Story Accompanied by a 
Chorus of Seabirds 
/ Fior-ghaol
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Gull

A blow to the head brought them together.

David was walking down Harbour Road when it happened – an angry gull sweeping down from its perch on the roof of the Masonic Lodge and smacking the back of his skull with its breast-feathers. The bird wheeled round and attacked him again, this time from the front. Its beak was open and screeching, its wings stretched and flared.

Amelia saved him from its attentions, running towards him with a copy of the Stornoway Gazette rolled up in her hand. She beat the attentions of the creature off with adverts and intimations, long detailed accounts of the local council and reports from the sheriff court. The gull retreated, fluttering away, unable to withstand the whack and force of all that verbiage.

Stunned and shaken, he asked her the one question that came to his mind as he stood there.

‘Would you fancy coming out for a drink with me?’


Puffin

Like clockwork, their hearts beat as they made love on the cliff-top.

‘400 times per minute,’ Amelia said, comparing the tremor of the excitement surging through them to the wing-beats of the puffins that flew above their heads, flapping furiously at the intrusion.

He smiled and nodded, holding her in his arms. His body, too, had taken flight upon that blanket, ignoring all the birds shrieking and crying in protest at their presence.

Yet, looking back, it was not only the rapid rhythm of their breathing he had noticed, the drumming of their hearts. He was conscious, too, of the colourful heads of the puffins, their doleful, tear-streaked eyes and comical beaks, the face-paint smeared upon their features by God or Nature.

He had an uneasy feeling that love was going to make a clown of him again.


Oyster-Catcher

His mother warned David about her, shaking her grey head sadly about how quickly they had moved in together, the sudden nature of their romance.

‘Bi glic…’ she said in Gaelic. ‘Be wise. Don’t rush into things like that. Take it easy. Don’t trust first impressions. They may not be all they seem.’

He had dismissed her words. ‘What did she know?’ Yet they had come back to him that evening, when they walked across the machair, disturbing a flock of oyster-casters with their approach.

‘Bi glic... Bi glic…’ they piped, repeating that phrase his fellow Gaelic–speakers had always heard in their cries. ‘Be wise… Be wise… Be wise…’


Fulmar

‘Dare you to climb the Mistress Stone,’ Amelia said arriving in Village Bay. ‘Prove how much you care.’

He laughed at his wild, fair-headed companion, so unlike the grim, Presbyterian family from which she came.

‘We’ll see…’

But when he reached that rock and saw how it framed sea and sky, how fulmars circled nearby, he faltered. He was supposed to tip-toe on a ledge to show he wished to marry her – a dizzy, precarious place.

‘Go on,’ she prompted.

He looked towards her, seeing for once her mother’s stern jaw, her father’s unflinching gaze.

‘No,’ he said.


Gannet

As they drained the last of the wine, Amelia began to talk about reincarnation,

‘I see myself as having been a swan in my past life,’ she declared.

‘I can see why,’ Brian nodded, his eyes watching the flow of her white dress, ignoring his partner, Alison by his side.

‘I was a gannet…’ David said.

‘Why do you think that?’ Alison asked.

‘I still see everything that goes on. At a moment’s notice, I can swoop down on any catch…’

Amelia trembled, knowing he had seen the hurried kiss that had passed between her and Brian in the kitchen earlier, when they were certain no one was around.
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Cormorant

Full-breasted, wasp-waisted, long-legged, her slimness sheathed in a black swimsuit, Amelia dips and swirls within the pool, as if, like the cormorant she reminds him of, water is the element in which she truly belongs. She enjoys the turbulence and froth she creates, twisting round corners, surging down its length quickly, that sense, too, she has of disappearing below his gaze, rewarding David with a grin of pleasure, a dangerous gleam in her eyes. Perhaps that is why, he thinks, she kissed Brian that night. Perhaps that is why she loves the sea as it piles in, rack after rack after rack…


Tern

After they had cried and quarrelled,

after she had tried hard to deny

all that had occurred,

he walked alone on the shoreline

where a wheel of birds whirled

round him, with their endless screeches, skirls,

blows upon his cheek and forehead,

as their rage at his intrusion was unfurled,

yet no matter how blood flooded,

how world circled and spun,

their beaks never seemed to hurt him

half as much as she had done.


Guillemots Etc

Their days and nights were filled

with black/white arguments

like those guillemots and razorbills

that stood in terraced rows on cliffs

they walked alongside. Echoes of muttered growls

reverberating. Each prolonged sulk

a surly silence. Quarrels resounding hour by hour

till there was no escape from the murk

of shared misunderstandings. Except to fly.

Black-white. Black-white. Black-white.

Their tongues and fingers flapping

as beaks snapped out their final quarrel

before taking flight in flurries of sad and sore goodbyes.


A New Life / Beatha Ùr
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Fireworks

At two o’clock one Sunday morning in November, the men and women working on the island’s Rocket Range lit up the night with fireworks. There were a host of red petals blazing over the bare, brown hills, a new supernova seen over Conachair. In the calm waters of Village Bay, a thousand brilliant flowers were reflected, multiplying in the stillness, a garden of white, yellow and purple hues displayed and seen.

But it was the noise that truly startled all that lived upon the island. Bangs and blasts occurred, scaring birds from the sea-cliffs. Tiny stars burst into existence, accompanied by the whoosh and rush that gave them birth, chasing sheep away from the places where they grazed. And then the skirling and keening that trailed in the wake of giant rockets, transformed into an echo of the Gaelic psalms once sung in the island church. A lost precentor’s voice took up the sound, leading others in praise;

‘O thugaibh moladh mor do Dhia,

Gach fine t’ann fa leth…’

After that, a hush and silence that made all turn to awe and prayer. 


Preparing

‘You’ve got to imagine the people are still out there on the island,’ Calum declared at the Rocket Range. ‘The men with their thick, white beards. The women with their shawls and long dark clothes, walking ten yards behind their husbands with a heavy burden on their backs. And, of course, the loud wailing from the place where they go to pray and worship… When you succeed in doing that, you’ll be able to aim a missile direct into their territory, making sure their Headquarters are destroyed.’

He laughed, looking out across the South Uist machair to Village Bay and Conachair in the distance.

‘There’s nothing like a spell at the Range here. It’s the best preparation possible when you’re getting ready for war in Afghanistan or Iran.’


Offshore Banking in St Kilda

We could send our bankers out to undertake

risk-filled investments; send economies in freefall;

practise purest venture capitalism

without endangering us all,

and we’d applaud while watching them perform

flip-flops and double-dips down cliff-tops;

provide funds for sub-prime housing;

place within one basket all their current crop

of eggs, knowing if they stumble,

we would not be held account for them. Instead,

the price would be on their heads.

They’d be the ones who’d fall into the black… or red.


Encounter with a Puffin

Her presence brings some colour to my cheeks

every time I see her. When she peeks

out of darkness. Or flaps past my gaze

those days when life is dismal, making her way

across cliff-tops, bringing her own style

to the season. Most of all I like her multi-coloured smile

stretching wide across her beak. There’s nothing false or fake

about it. Not a trace of make-

up. So natural and true

and brave when you consider how precarious her existence is,

all that both mankind and predators have put

that cute bird through.
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Encounter with a 
Soay Ram

He makes you seem so slight and superficial.

I love the way his deep

brown eyes always follow as we scale the steep

slope of the hill,

ensuring that we keep a careful distance

with dip of head and stamp of foot,

making it all too obvious it did not suit

him for us to shift closer with that imperious stance

with which he ruled the limits of this island.

Yet there is more to it than this.

I witnessed, too, the vigorous

way he bucked and thrusted; no man

could keep that up so long, so strong.

Top of the tups, he combined that stamina with a gaze

that encompassed life’s experiences. He’d known days

before you or I, our forebears, had belonged

to this world. That knowledge whirled

around his head, as if it were contained

in his great horns; each aeon of this planet’s life engrained

and scored within its semi-circles, whorls…

Sorry. I know rejection’s hard but, comparing him to you,

I’d like to be one of his flock, his fondest and most faithful ewe…


Origins / Toiseachadh
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The Smell of Fish

(after Matthew Sweeney)

The stink of fish filled Village Bay as much of the herring, mackerel, haddock and other varieties found in the North Atlantic shoaled and was washed up on its shoreline. They were stacked upon the roof of the Feather Store, piled high around the doorway of the Church, lodged upon the window-sills of the houses.

As the sea-gulls gulped as much as they could swallow, the factor told the islanders that God had sent them a sign.

‘Even the fish are delivering themselves to you. They want to be hunted by your boats, caught by your nets and lines...’

His hand upon his Bible, old Lachie, one of the church elders, shook his head. ‘I disagree,’ he said. ‘This is not something we believe in these parts.’

‘Why not?’

‘We’re Presbyterians in this island. Not Pescatarians.’


Faith

Some of us persisted in the old faith,

believing paradise existed

at the top of the cliff-face

we scaled in dreams on moonless nights,

that it lay within our grasp

like fulmar eggs or gannet flesh

out upon the skerries, crags

concealed within a frail, white

shell or wintry plumage, ours to touch and hold

when a cold wind blowing across the island

brought us pain or discomfort,

causing crops to rot or suffer blight.

All this an illusion – we came to know

these nights a preacher’s words brought wings to us

that helped us climb through darkness,

knowing there was no alternative but to be lifted high by Christ.


Banned Books

The proscribed texts of St Kilda were stored next to gannet plumage stacked within the feather store. Copies of Marx and Darwin – smuggled in by dissident mainlanders – were stacked on a high shelf. Below them lay a book of fish recipes, imported by a dissident of another kind.

Most dangerous of all, however, was the Greek myth of Icarus, concealed behind a cover of gannet skin, chained and padlocked below a sack of feathers.

‘In case it gives youngsters ideas,’ the minister explained.
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More Banned Books and Poetry

‘The Rime Of The Ancient Mariner’ – Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Banned because it suggests that the killing and slaughter of seabirds may cause a curse to fall on people’s heads. Heresy.

‘The Raven’ – Edgar Allan Poe

The bird in this book talks. Very disturbing.

‘To A Skylark’ – Percy Bysshe Shelley

The man in this poem talks to birds. Equally disturbing.

‘To A Nightingale’ – John Keats

Might affect the minds of impressionable young readers and put them off a diet of birds.

‘Sing a Song Of Sixpence’ – Nursery Rhyme.

Might be overheard by puffins, fulmars etc and encourage them to attack people by gripping their nostrils.

‘The Death and Burial Of Cock Robin’ – Nursery Rhyme.

Suggests that birds are capable of carrying bows and arrows. Might cause nightmares in young people.

‘Moby Dick’ – Herman Melville

Suggests an alternative and unacceptable diet. 

‘There Was an Old Man With a Beard’ – Edward Lear

Strange nesting practices.

‘Robin Hood’ – various writers.

Might make the children long for greenwoods.

‘Treasure Island’ – Robert Louis Stevenson

Over-familiarity with a potential – though exotic – meal.

‘Tweet Off – A Sensible Person’s Guide to Twitter’ – Donald Donald…


Main Street, Village Bay

The downdraft in these houses stole our words

and raced them up the chimney

till every conversation turned into an absurd

contest with the elements where all that could be heard

was the constant spit and rattle of our throats,

sounds and splutters where we learned to tease

out the meaning of one another’s thoughts.

Soon we learned to do so much more than that.

In smoke, we practised semaphore, waved flags

through mist to tell our neighbours complex jokes

and stories. Philosophers and thinkers were invoked.

Whether Rousseau was correct when he spoke

of the ‘Noble Savage’. (Some blowhole bragged

he had us in mind with our prehensile toes.

Others claimed we’d long been spoiled by those

who gave us houses.) A moot point, some accepted,

before moving onto Kierkegaard or Freud,

Darwin whom we utterly rejected, Hegel, Marx,

(whose material dialectic one of us enjoyed

and would bring daily to the Parliament,

arguing for the social ownership of birds

before we set out to hunt them in the dark.)

Yet most of all, we studied Calvin – his Manichean view

appealed most at our fireside, for we could see no shade of white

within the homes we occupied. No source of light

other than God-given. We pondered the few

words by which we knew him before coming to decide

there was no thinker like him, seeing the clarity of his thought

when we stepped out from peat-smoke

and saw the steady brilliance that shone for us outside.


St Kilda and the Fulmar

For hours, the other monks watched Kilda kneel

with hands outstretched, an act of supplication

which fulmars noted as they reeled

above the island, before two touched down in solemn contemplation

of his strange posture, daring to creep up on him

and eavesdrop on his sacred prayers,

wondering if it were true that this man was free from sin,

unlike previous generations who had made their nests out there.

Slowly, these birds rested on his shoulders, tip-toed along

the long, still bridges of his arms

before finally deciding they could depend upon

his cupped fingers for a warm,

clean nest, one that would never stir

or tremble in the dark force of a storm;

both palm and digits holding firm

until eggs cracked and chicks appeared in final, fledgling form.

And so it was. Kilda kept them safe until the hour flight came

to these feathers. Then they lifted from his hands,

rewarding his fond patience with a bright and holy flame

that brought healing to the bodies of those touched by his palms.


St Kilda and the Seals

Even saints stumble,

the good laid waste

by doubts and chill

that sometimes overwhelm them.

And so it was that winter,

snow falling

like the crests of unforgiving waves

upon that island’s cliffs and hills.

He sat upon the shoreline

in despair

till seals restored

his spirit

with the great heat

of their blubber

circling his tired flesh

with a warmth

engendered by the sheen

of sea-water,

granting him the comfort

of mating songs

that passed between them,

their sounds and cries

the balm of conversation,

noises that in desolation

his soul mistook for prayer.


St Kilda and the Stones

It was the stones to which they sent

all extremities of mind and mood;

Brother Anselm mumbling the obscenities

that troubled him to a monolith that stood

upon the island. Clement, who spent his nights alone

longing for a woman, would whisper his desires

to the Lover’s Stone.

Others, disturbed by a fire of rage would talk

of their hidden vices

to Lewisian gneiss,

trusting secrets would be held there

trapped within that rock,

including Brother Ciaran who’d admit his urge to kill

Kilda and the others to that stone

embedded high on Oiseaval.


St Kilda and the Cleits

The ocean was not enough

to maintain their isolation,

so Kilda told them to build walls

where they might say their prayers

with bowed heads undisturbed

by grace-notes and cries of terror

with which the seabirds troubled

the stillness of the morning air.

Sometimes wings rested on these structures,

defiling stone with jibes and blasphemies

and a monk would be forced

to build another cell,

helping to create

a legacy of worship,

cleits that reminded visitors

of all the prayers monks uttered

as they built that great estate.


Origin of the Species – Part 365

‘Siuthad! Ich an aired! Eat more! It’ll feed you up.’

It was what the women of the district were continually saying to Lachlann Gillies. He would always respond in the same way, smiling and nodding obligingly as they stacked one more potato on the edge of his plate, dangled yet another coalfish in his direction, trying to tempt his appetite. They would grin with satisfaction as they watched another bite slide down the length of his throat, imagining its speedy progress round his intestines before lodging in a waistline most of them could span with a simple flexing of their hands.

‘Balach math! Good boy!’ they would say to the 11 year old. ‘We’ll have you healthy looking in no time.’

It was what his mother, too, kept saying to the son who had long ago towered above her head, repeating the same phrases whenever it was mealtime as if she was casting a spell that might have some miraculous effect on her giant-sized, taper-thin son. In conversation with all the other women living in the area, she would spend her time bemoaning her offspring’s physique, trying to defend herself from, what seemed to her to be, a spate of accusations that she was barely feeding her boy.

‘He’s been like that since the very beginning,’ she’d declare, ‘Remember when he was only a few months old. We were forced to saw the end of his cradle, put a long extension on it. And his toes stuck so much out of the box-bed, we had to take a few stones out of the walls of the house to make room for him. It’s hard to make our way past him when he’s fast asleep. A hop, step and jump is always required.’

‘Terrible, terrible…’ her female companions would shake their heads and mutter, pretending to believe every word of her tale. In their own homes, though, it was a different matter. They would hover closely round the boy the moment he stepped in the door, offering all sorts of delectations and delights that might fatten him. A helping of lamb stew might be laid before him. A slice of barley bread smeared with butter and sprinkled with sugar would be pressed into his hands. They would even forego the feeding of their own children as they contemplated the possibility of fattening Lachlann up.

‘It’s terrible, terrible, terrible…’ they would say. ‘How that woman doesn’t feed the child. It’s unnatural. Unnatural, I tell you. And you can see that even in the way the poor soul looks.’

And so the nourishment of Lachlann became one of the most important missions of the people of the district. It continued throughout his years of adolescence, as he stretched and stretched to ever greater heights. In every house he came across, there would be yet another feast as one more portion of porridge, a further helping of cabbage and turnip would be placed before him…

*  *  *

For all that these occurred in strange and unexpected ways, there was little doubt that the feeding of young Lachlann brought results. There was evidence of that in the way his height increased year after year. It wasn’t long before he was taller by far than all the other inhabitants of the district. The people spoke of him wherever they went till it wasn’t long before visitors came even from the mainland to stand in his shadow. He was as rare a sight as the single tree in Maransay that one of his fellow villagers had mistaken for an overgrown cabbage or the old broch in Cairnbost where the one-eyed giant, Mac an t-Cyclops had been said to live centuries before.

There were other aspects of Lachlann’s appearance that inspired a great deal of awe. His hands and feet were so huge that it was rumoured that this was where the excess food he had been given as a boy was stored. His toes were so long that they possessed the ability to grip as firmly as his fingers, able to move and shift, too, in a blur of speed. And then, too, there were his wrists and ankles. For all the thinness of the remainder of his body, they were the thickest anyone had ever seen. The women who could span his waistline with a stretch of their fingers needed the length of their arms to circle the bones of that part of their anatomy.

‘It’s uncanny…’ Ruaraidh, a man from the district, would say when he examined him. ‘I’ve never seen the likes of that in all my days.’

‘Aye. Aye. T-t-there’s no d-d- d-oubt about that. N-n-o doubt about that…’ Tormod Glugach echoed in his usual way.

There were some, of course, who disparaged Lachlann’s unusual anatomy. They mocked his huge ankles. ‘About the same size as that stupid tree in Maransay,’ they declared. ‘And just about as useful too.’ They made fun, too, of these fingers, the way they could nip and tuck, cut and whirl. ‘Fine talent for a girl,’ they would say, ‘For someone who might spend all her hours knitting and sewing. Useless in a man.’

Then came the day when even the most sceptical saw the value of his spindly frame. They were going out hunting for seabirds on the cliffs near the village. The 14-year-old came with them, only in their company because they needed as many as possible to bring their catch home, an additional puny shoulder to bear their harvest. As they made their way to the cliff-edge, Ruaraidh turned to his neighbour, nudging him with his elbow.

‘We’d better be careful that no puff of wind blows that straw away. We’d never be forgiven if we lost him.’

And then, as they watched him, their scorn turned to wonder. He slipped over the edge of the cliff, his long toes secure on every ledge and layer that creased and lined the rock-face. From its crest, he took giant strides. His feet leaped from crack to crevasse, finding every flaw and fissure in its stone, resting for a moment in each available clump of sea-pinks. At the same time, too, his hands reached and swirled, grasping the necks of every nestling, every gannet chick, the young of the guillemot, puffin and shag. They followed his every move with awe and amazement. They had never seen a hunter quite like this, able to overcome obstacles that none of them could ever dream of conquering. Perhaps, they now conceded, there was a reason why their mothers, wives and spinster aunts had chosen to feed this startling specimen of humanity with such diligence and care. Here was someone who had been bred to perfection to master all the demands of this task. A new kind of human. A bird-hunter of quite extraordinary power and majesty, as exotic as any of the birds he captured on the cliffs.

*  *  *

The men from the furthest island in the Hebrides soon came to hear of Lachlann. A few years later, they arrived at the village pier in their boat, having rowed across the many miles of the Atlantic to reach there. The group of small and scrawny beardless strangers waded to the shoreline, speaking to the first men that waited to greet them; the women, of course, having vanished to their homes as soon as they saw the vessel appear on the horizon.

‘We have heard strange legends of a special one,’ the oldest, most frail one declared, ‘A man who is designed perfectly for both the rigours and delights of our island.’

At first, the men of the district denied there was any such figure as Lachlann in their midst. They snorted as they towered above these miniature men who had come to their district, dismissing their every word.

‘Someone must have been telling you stories,’ they declared.

‘There’s not such a creature in these parts,’ they said.

But it was difficult to conceal such a figure as Lachlann. 16 now, he could not be hidden within the walls or below the rafters of any house in the district.

Soon they were able to see him, his dark head and chest bobbing as he walked down the track that ran through a field of barley. For all his youth, he had the beginnings of a thick, dark beard on his upper lip and chin. An old man from the distant isle pointed a shaking finger in his direction.

‘There he is…’ he grinned, unable to believe what he was seeing. ‘The man of legend. The special one.’

The men of the district stiffened and glowered when they heard this. For all that they had once mocked and jeered Lachlann, they now saw him as the most valuable man in their community. He provided the largest portion of food for their homes, prevented both young and old from starving through the harshest of winters.

‘You’ll not lay a finger on him,’ Ruaraidh declared.

‘N-n-n-or touch a hair on his ch-ch-chiny-chin-chin…’ Tormod Glugach added.

One of the small, thin men from the remote island smiled and shook his head. ‘No,’ they said, ‘We just want to talk to him. You can trust us. It’s all we really want to do.’

*  *  *

No one was able to listen to all the conversation the far-off men had with Lachlann that day. Some caught whispers on the wind, overhearing the occasional word or phrase passing from their mouths. One claimed that he had overheard the islanders boasting of the fine food Lachlann could obtain if he moved there.

‘Not for nothing did a Skyeman call us the best-fed people in Creation,’ one of them, even smaller than the rest, declared.

Another told of how the newcomers had mentioned the fulmar, the seabird that was only found at that time out on that distant edge of the world.

‘It brings us oil…’

‘And feathers…’

‘And the sweetest and pinkest of meats…’

There was further talk too. Alasdair, the greatest imbecile in the district, had sworn that these tiny figures from the far periphery of the Hebrides had spoken endlessly about the beauty of their womenfolk.

‘There is none like them. The most beautiful women, they say, anywhere in the world. And they have the most wonderful of talents, the greatest of grace. You know they can give a man greater pleasure than any who live anywhere else. They can lift a man up to the greatest of heights. Our womenfolk have known and practised these delights for generations.’

They mocked Alasdair when he told them of that, striking and punching him with their fists and feet.

‘You dirty beggar…’

‘Keep your foulness to yourself!’

Yet there was no doubting the truth of what happened the following morning. They watched Lachlann disappear, seeing him sitting in the stern of the islanders’ boat as they rowed west across the Atlantic towards their home. As they did so, his giant hand rose and fell, rose and fell, waving goodbye to those who had provided for him throughout the days of his youth, piling food upon his plate, greeting his arrival in their homes with the same phrase, again and again and again, words that were uttered in the end more in desperation than in any hope that they might be proved correct.

‘Siuthad! Ich an aired! Eat more! It’ll feed you up… We’ll have you healthy looking in no time.’

*  *  *

That should have been all there was to the story.

Except some 50 years later, after the most horrendous storm, Ruaraidh’s grandson, Ruaraidh Beag, found himself washed up on the far-off island. Recalling the stories his grandfather had told him, he asked the bearded men who gathered round him if they had heard of Lachlann the giant figure who had disappeared the morning after the visitors had come to their district.

‘Och, yes, yes…’ one of the islanders said. ‘He lived here all right. The best fowler of them all, a wonder on the cliffs, but he died some 20 years ago.’

‘Aye. I would’ve expected that,’ Ruaraidh Beag nodded. ‘It’s been a long time since he disappeared from our place.’

It was then he looked around him, examining the figures of the men who filled the shadows of the house that had granted him shelter. For all the differences in their sizes and shapes, even the looks on their faces, they all had the same thick beard. Their feet were extraordinary too. There was the length of their toes, the thickness of the bare ankles that could be seen, white and naked, below the legs of their trousers. Once or twice, he saw how they were able to grip and hold with this part of their body, stretching towards a corner of the room to lift a pipe or a bonnet.

A thought came to him then – about the words that Alasdair had said he had overheard that day. He smiled as he considered them and wondered for the first time if they might be true.


Caliban in St Kilda 

You taught me biology, anatomy

and my profit in it

is to become conscious that my feet

were not designed to fit your shoes

and mark me as an oddity,

a foul, wide-ankled freak.

You taught me geography

and my profit in it

is to learn how to leave

these shores and seek a brave new world

that has such people in it

who will bring me death, disease.

You taught me English

and my profit in it

is to feel it faltering on my tongue,

the sense of framing words within my mouth

which make me sense the certainty

that I can never quite belong.

You taught me history

and my profit in it

is to be aware my feet are lodged within the past,

to make my path past houses

and touch roof-beam and door-jamb

and know they are not built to last.


Epilogue / Crioch-sgeoil
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‘Calum! Calum! It’s time to go back to the mainland. We’ve got the boat tied up and waiting for you!’

He gaped at them in disbelief. For the last few days, he had been sheltering in his family household, listening to their stories of how his ancestors had gained their wide ankles and long, gripping feet, how a toymaker had come to the island with his gift of wind-up, clockwork fulmars, how one of his fellow-islanders had sent a letter to a girl in North Uist by petrel post. Despite the fierceness of the weather, the way the wind buffeted and bullied the roof, he had enjoyed sitting there, enthralled by all their tales.

‘Come on, Mackinnon! You’ve been here long enough…’

‘You can come back next summer…’

He shook his wild, unkempt head, the strands of fair hair flopping at the back of his neck and forehead. ‘I don’t want to go! Just leave me here!’

His voice echoed along Main Street. Picked up by the wind, its cry didn’t seem to end in the Bay but carried well beyond it – fading away in North Uist, Skye or Harris, perhaps.

‘Well, you bloody well have to,’ one of the four fishermen answered. ‘We’ve been sent here to get you and bring you back.’

‘We don’t get flaming paid if we don’t!’

‘I’m staying here!’ he yelled, thinking of Lochaline and all the trees that the other men had left had planted there. When they were gone, they would block the horizon, cast the long trail of their shadows everywhere.

‘Well, you can’t survive here all winter. Nobody could do it on their own!’

He ran away from them, away from Main Street, where he could be easily trapped within the walls of the houses and other buildings, caught and held by their outstretched arms. He raced from the place, fleeing further up the island in the direction of Oiseaval, hearing once more their voices in his ears.

‘Hell! Come back, you idiot!’

‘Get back here!’

When he didn’t respond, the four of them walked back in the direction of the quay. Two of them stopped at the Feather Store. Opening its door, they took up the two fowling rods that had been left there. ‘Not much of a point taking them with us,’ one of the islanders had said. The others had gone to their fishing boat, taking two pieces of fishing net from the vessel. They draped it around the necks, clearly determined to haul him back to the mainland if all else failed.

‘You don’t blame anyone for going mad here,’ he heard one of them say. ‘No one to talk to all summer. All on his bloody own.’

‘But I hadn’t been on my own,’ he felt like telling them. ‘I had plenty of company.’ When a place like the island had been peopled for centuries, the spirits of those who lived there lingered for a long time in its homes. Their stories are stored in the hearths of houses, remaining, too, within walls. The words they speak, however, are not solely about the past. Sometimes they even talk about the island’s future, what things will happen in years to come, how men will arrive there not to catch and eat the birds but to count them and ring their legs, how great guns and bullets will be aimed in the direction of its rocks, men living on its shore to measure their direction and force.

The men were coming for him. He could see them walk past some of the cleits on the slope of Oiseaval, the edge of the village. They dodged in and out of the stone walls, ducking occasionally as if this might stop them seeing him. Once or twice one of them slipped on the loose stone that was to be found on the hill leading to the cliff-top or stumbled on a dip or rise in the ground. They all looked as if they were still using sea-legs, not used yet to the earth below their feet. Bold, broad figures, low and muscular, they wore oilskin trousers that, for all they were suitable for a boat, slowed them on land.

‘Why are you bloody wasting our time?’ one shouted.

‘We’ll only get money if we take you with us. Get sod-all if we leave you here!’

‘Otherwise…’

For once in his life, Calum knew what the birds must have felt like, these nights they slipped down the crags on ropes to hunt them or bring back a harvest of eggs. He was aware of how he was disturbing them with his own presence. The terns snipped and swept down around his head. The fulmars circled, preparing to guard their nests. Stiff and unbending in the breeze, they possessed all the rigour and attention to routine of soldiers, reeling round and round.

Once again, he looked at the men who were following him. One of them had dropped and was settled on his haunches on a rock, watching him as he hid behind the monolith they called the Mackinnon Stone, touching it with his fingers. It looked as if this was part of their plan for catching him. One would leave the race to try and capture him for a while. Then another… Followed by the next one… This was part of their plan, wait and rest at certain spots from time to time in the hope that he might tire and exhaust himself. Sooner or later, they would manage to trap him in their nets or arms.

‘A bloody straitjacket, that’s what we need!’ he heard one yell.

‘Been out in the full moon too long!’

There was one place where they might not follow. For all he knew that its rock was brittle and dangerous, he snuck out from his position behind the Mackinnon Stone and headed for the edge of Oiseaval. It was the first time he had ever gone there on his own. On the other occasions a group of his fellow islanders had been with him, making sure the rope was tense and taut, the ground below his feet was firm and stable. Slowly, carefully, he slipped down the rock-face, watching the eyes of those who followed him track him as he dropped onto a ledge. Their eyes were wide and wondering; their mouths hanging loose.

There was so much that was familiar about the place where he stood. There was the tang of bird shit in the air, the surge of green water below his feet. Slowly he moved along the ledge of rock, stepping carefully in the way he had always been taught. He heard the cries of the other men around him, guiding and encouraging him, making sure his feet did not stumble or fall. He heard Murdo’s voice as he made his way along, reciting Psalm 121 as he always did when he was out on the rock.

‘Behold He that keeps Israel,

He slumbers not nor sleeps…’

There were others talking too. Angus shouting ‘Naire! Naire! Take care! Take care!’ Others yelling out a confusion of instructions. ‘Left! Left! Right! Right!’

They pointed out the nests of fulmars. ‘There’s one not far from you, Calum! Not far from you!’ He thought of all the stories he had heard over the last few days as he reached for his first egg. He saw the shade of fulmar shell as he slipped one in his pocket. Bright as a man’s soul. Luminous as the moon on these nights their ropes laced the cliff-face of Conachair like thread. There were times when his fellow islanders seemed to be like spider, trapping eggs and birds within the fineness of their web.

‘Suithad! Suithad! Get a move on! Stop dreaming!’

He shook his head. He had always dreamed, losing all sense of what he was doing while he was out with others on the cliffs. There was so much around him. The gleam of gannets as he dived into the water. The razor-bills and guillemots below. All the cacophony of noises echoing, mingling with the surge of the tide. There were times when he imagined angels among them, their gold wings flexing. Slowly he moved on, placing his feet carefully on a precarious edge of rock, testing it for weight.

‘Get the bloody hell up here! We want to go home too, you know!’

It was their shout that disturbed him. He saw the stone crumble, fall into the waves. A few moments later and he joined it, tumbling below. He heard the cries of alarm from the other men as he toppled, shouting out his name and mourning his passing long before he struck the surface of the sea…


The Cragsman’s Prayer

Let my fingers find

flaws and fissures in the face

of cliff and crag,

allowing feet to edge

along crack and ledge

storm and spume have scarred

for centuries

across the countenance of stacks.

Let me avoid

the gaze of guillemots,

the black-white judgements

of their wings;

foul mouths of fulmars;

cut and slash of razorbills;

gibes of gulls;

and let me keep my balance till

puffins pulse around me

and the glory of gannets

surrounding me like snow-clouds

ascendant in the air

gives me pause for wonder,

grants further cause for prayer.
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Closing / Dunadh

To the writing of books about St Kilda, there seems to be no foreseeable end. As such, it is impossible to name all the titles that I have read over the years that inspired this book.

They include, however, Rewriting St Kilda – New Views On Old Ideas edited by Bob Chambers, especially the essays by Donald Meek and Bill Lawson, Tom Steel’s Life and Death of St Kilda, (which I read as a teenager) and time and conversations with my old friend, Calum Ferguson, who has written widely on the subject in both Gaelic and English. A debt is due, too, to Fraser MacDonald’s ‘St Kilda and the Sublime’ (Aberdeeen University) which challenged much of what I previously thought about that island. I also owe much to the guga-hunting tradition of my native Ness. It was my great good fortune to be brought up in that remarkable and distinctive community. It is not everyone who has Balaich a’Bhocsair and Domhnall Ruadh among their close neighbours.

The writer Mike Hughes – for his books about the effects of the Second World War on the Highlands and Islands – is also owed a tremendous debt of thanks. Some of these sequences would not have been written without his research and input.

Other works that inspired me include the poetry of Ian Duhig, Matthew Sweeney, Jo Shapcott, (especially her ‘Tea Poems’ in Of Mutability), The Book Of Dave by Will Self, and Jon McGregor’s collection of short stories, This Isn’t the Kind of Thing that Happens to Someone Like You. Two short stories in the ‘Tales of Alexander’ sequence owe much to that very unusual book.

Some of these poems have appeared elsewhere. They include ‘Love- making In St Kilda’ which was first published in Gerry Cambridge’s magazine The Dark Horse and has since been anthologised elsewhere. One or two other poems were first printed in Praising the Guga (North Idea). Some of the ‘St Kildans in exile’ sequence have been seen in Gutter magazine. ‘The Cragsman’s Prayer’ first came to light in the pamphlet, Praising The Guga (North Idea). ‘Fowl Talk’ and other pieces appeared earlier in Northwords Now. 

I also owe a great deal to the people whose company I have enjoyed over the years. These include the following:

Tom Clark, who, as a teacher, spotted some distinctive spark in a young lad. One can only wonder how.

Iain Morrison – a fellow exiled Niseach in Shetland – and Iain Mackenzie – now staying in Edinburgh – for their time and patience.

The late Charles Macleod (Tearlach Louis), my former primary teacher in Cross School, who encouraged me to write as a young boy.

Donald Anderson in his role as Literature Development Officer for Shetland Arts.

William MacDonald – the former Headteacher of Sgoil Lionacleit in Benbecula who helped to arrange (with the assistance of Qiniteq) my first long visit to Hiort.

The men and women who made my time there very rewarding:

Angus Smith of the Elinca who is going to try to get me there again one day;

Louise Hutcheson and Andy (AB) Jackson for their help in editing this book;

Gavin MacDougall, Kirsten Graham, Jennie Renton, Tom Bee and the rest of the staff of Luath Press for their help in the creation of The Guga Stone;

Jane Macleod, Catriona Dunn, Iona MacDonald and my son, Angus, who helped me out with a few Gaelic phrases;

Doug Robertson, whose artistry is such that it compels me to do my utmost. For all that I am very grateful to all the above for both their company and inspiration, there is a special debt owed to him.

But especially to Maggie… Who knows how she puts up with me? The depth of her love and her strength and belief in my talent causes me to marvel more with each day that passes.

Donald S. Murray

June 2013
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Lies, Legends and Lunacies
from St Kilda

DONALD S. MURRAY
with illustrations by DOUGLAS ROBERTSON
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