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Chapter 1

That Dreaded Headland: South Kintyre

‘Och, yer show-off !’ the lady selling me the sausage roll had said. ‘I can show it you on a wee postcard here an’ save you the bother.’

This had seemed an odd response at the time. What could be less bothersome for a Saturday afternoon in April than a little bike ride beside the sea? Well, it was now a few hours later and I’d had ‘the bother’. The last six miles to get here had turned out to be less bike ride than bike push, during which I’d lost sight not only of the sea but also of any other road users. Indeed, for the last hour, of any other human. The heavy hills, darkened by the remains of last year’s heather, had been closing in on all sides around the single-track road as I pushed my bike to a weary halt where progress was blocked by a locked gate with a faded yellow sign announcing in barely legible letters: ‘WARNING: THIS HILL IS DANGEROUS’. As if the previous six miles hadn’t been.

I left the bike on the safe side, jiggled on foot through the narrow gap and stepped onto a grassy knoll to the right of the tarmac. And there it was. While, at the same time, there it wasn’t.

There was the lighthouse: a distant, white, stumpy building at the end of a ragged line of old-fashioned telegraph poles. There, a fair distance below the light, was the choppy grey of the North Atlantic, stretching to a hazy horizon, where lurked two shapes. The darker one lay on the sea like a brooding alligator: Rathlin Island. To its left a distant, hazier shape rose steeper and wider, hinting at a larger island beyond: Ireland.

What did not seem to be there was what I’d set out to reach today, what the sausage-roll lady had wanted to show me on a postcard instead: the Mull of Kintyre.

*

Sitting cross-legged on the knoll, I pulled her squishy snack out of my bag and, munching eagerly, examined the map in the plastic pocket on the bag’s top. If you can force the strains of 1970s bagpipes to the back of your mind for a moment, let me put the Mull of Kintyre into context. On a map of Scotland’s west coast, Kintyre is the long, thin peninsula dangling over Northern Ireland like the ugly, misshapen nose of an old cartoon witch. The tip of her nose is the Mull, barely twelve miles from Ireland. The one sizeable drip from the nose is Sanda Island to the east… and I think perhaps we’d better leave the nasalogy there. To get here I’d taken two ferries, with Arran as a giant stepping stone in between, from Ardrossan in Ayrshire to Claonaig on Kintyre, cycling down the quiet but beautiful east coast and staying overnight in Campbeltown. That morning’s ride had taken in the village of Southend, home of the sausage-roll lady, and the push up to the Mull.

And what is a mull? Er, um, now let me think… and apart from that it’s a promontory, of course. Now that I looked at the map again, I had to admit that a tough route might have been expected: the six-mile track to the Mull did cross from white area to brown area quite quickly and did end up near an impressive spot height of 428 metres at Ben na Lice, impressive since zero metres was only about a mile away. This rose on my right as a high, impenetrable wall of dark moss and heather. But where was the Mull? I’d expected a windy, Flamborough-type headland with grand, 360-degree views over the North Channel and Kintyre. Well, on my left lay an even more massive lump of the same glowering undergrowth, sturdy and solid, blocking the view and saying, I now realised, ‘Hey, dunderhead, it’s me – I’m the Mull.’

Ah, yes. Now looking at the map for the umpteenth time, I recognised that the track signposted to the Mull didn’t actually mount the thing, but sneaked alongside it for a mile or two before veering off towards the lighthouse. I was sitting as near as you could get to the Mull of Kintyre without actually diving into the Atlantic and crashing against its cliff s. This would do for my purpose, which was to travel the length of the Highlands from their south-west corner, here at the Mull of Kintyre, to their north-west corner at Cape Wrath in Sutherland, 264 miles away as the crow flies – or as a crow mad enough to make such a journey would fly. As an extra challenge, wherever it was viable I intended always to take the route closest to the coast, thus making my route considerably longer than the mad crow’s: probably around 600 miles. (‘Viable’ to be defined en route.) I reckoned I’d be able to do it in three stages.

And why was I doing this? Well, firstly I just needed a project. Since retiring from proper work a few years before, I’d dipped my toes into those activities you always promise you’ll indulge in when you finally step off the nine-to-five treadmill – trace family tree, learn guitar, tidy attic, save world – but somehow none held my attention for long. None was exactly a physical challenge. When a friend only slightly younger than me had launched himself into the London Marathon, I decided I’d better do something marathonian myself before it was too late. A few years before, I’d done one of those subtropical charity bike rides without too much bodily torment and so a bike ride it would be.

Secondly, it was simply the standard daydream of a suburban Sassenach. Being regularly engulfed by road traffic or jostled by market-day shoppers naturally plants in us a desire to be elsewhere, with grass and rock underfoot, a big sky above and nothing much else around.

Thirdly, it was because of a recent fascination with the Scottish Highlands. Four or five brief visits over as many years – for a wedding, an eclipse and visiting friends – had revealed that this part of Britain felt quite different from the rest, a land apart that I’d like to understand a bit better.

Oh, and the west coast of Scotland just happens to be the most spectacularly beautiful place in the world. On a good day.

*

I creaked to my feet and wandered around the little hillocks sipping my still vaguely warm coffee and searching in vain for a view of anything but the lighthouse.

The 1882 Ordnance Gazetteer of Scotland, edited by F. H. Groome, described the Mull of Kintyre as ‘that dreaded headland… whose precipices breast the full swing of the Atlantic’. Spot on.

In his 1959 book The World’s Lighthouses Before 1820, David Alan Stevenson noted in reference to the Mull of Kintyre lighthouse that it was built high above the sea, inaccessible from it and barely more accessible by land. Even spotter on.

The Northern Lighthouse Commissioners, established in 1786, identified the Mull of Kintyre as one of the earliest sites to warrant a lighthouse, no doubt with a mind to the loss of so many lives in recent shipwrecks during the violent storms of 1782. The light first operated in 1788. It was rebuilt in a more permanent form as early as 1830, began using electricity in 1976 (Highlanders being somewhat conservative in adopting new fads) and was automated only in 1996. From this I infer that until only ten years before my visit, someone actually lived and worked out here. I hope the duty roster was tolerable.

Jiggling back through the gap, I walked over to an information board standing next to the empty parking spaces. It reminded me of the many aircraft that have also failed to make it past this dangerous headland, including a Chinook helicopter in 1993 in which several senior British Intelligence officers died. Nearby, it said, is a memorial to this recent tragedy, but with no clues as to whereabouts this ‘nearby’ was. I really should have scouted around to pay my respects, but this lonely spot was already giving me the creeps and, keen to get the trip under way, I packed away my bits and pieces, swung a leg over the bike and, with my mind set on another lighthouse at Cape Wrath in faraway Sutherland, pushed off. 

It didn’t take long to get into the rhythm again. Da-di-dadaa, oh mist rolling in from the da-di-da-daa… Actually, Paul McCartney’s former Highland hideaway isn’t on the Mull at all, but in the hills to the north of Campbeltown – more of him and it tomorrow. Right now, my next port of call was to be Keil Point, where a popular idol from another time reputedly first set foot in Scotland.

The First Law of Cycle Touring is:

         1: What goes up must come down.

I’d struggled up and so I was looking forward to freewheeling back down to the real world. The sheep had other ideas. Time after time I’d get up speed only to squeeze on the brakes ten centimetres from the behind of a retreating sheep. I know it’s not their fault they have small brains, but the lesson that would help their roadside survival is surely a simple one: off tarmac = good, on tarmac = bad; or, if they don’t know what tarmac is: green underfoot = safety, black underfoot = danger. And yet what do they do when a vehicle joins them on the road? Run further along the black stuff. It was April and plenty of lambs were also trotting along, failing to learn the same lesson. On one painfully slow sheep-sheep-bike parade down a long incline, two little lambs broke away from their mother and ran in the opposite direction towards me, forcing a complete stop. As my foot went from pedal to road, the two disobedient little rascals nuzzled each side of the front wheel, until Mum baaed them both into the ditch and let me pass. Now, if they couldn’t even distinguish their mother (white, woolly, four legs) from a man on a bike (yellow and black, two wheels) then I didn’t much rate their chances of surviving even long enough to provide a decent Sunday lunch.

Eventually, I was able to freewheel happily, reeling in the isolated features I’d passed two hours before – the last/first farmhouse, the last/first human still chainsawing some logs, the last/first red Fiesta parked in a yard and covered in mud – until, at a farm called Druma Voulin, I emerged on a road that actually carried other traffic. My route beckoned left, but I turned right to Keil Point.

When I say someone ‘set foot’ in Scotland I mean it literally, for the guidebooks say his footprint, reputedly made some 1,400 years ago, is visible right there in the rock at Keil Point. Intrigued as to why anyone should step onto molten rock at any time, let alone seconds after surviving a hazardous sea journey, I was keen to take a look.

A sign announcing the footprint pointed at a gate. I locked my bike and continued on foot through a small field of inquisitive sheep and past a wishing well. The path ran parallel to a cemetery and then petered out on a hillside. Must have missed it. Retracing my steps but finding no more clues, I leaned over the wall of the cemetery, but there was no way in except from the road. I even peered into the wishing well in case the print were among the handful of ten-pence pieces that lay on the bottom: nothing foot-shaped. Standing hands on hips, I outstared the sheep. Well. Dark clouds were beginning to gather over the sea, the sheep were no help at all and I was no fan of Colum Cille’s, whose foot it allegedly was.

So I unlocked, remounted and set off again, defeated. As I was pedalling back onto the coast road, a party of six religious-looking types (three neat beards, three sensible skirts, six white smiles and twelve bright eyes) emerged from nowhere and passed through the gate into the sheep field, feeding the beasts with handily prepared snacks. I bet they found the footprint.


Cille by name…

Colum Cille was born in AD 521, a grandson of King Niall of Ireland. He was a Christian and held a treasured copy of the Gospels, while the king was not and endeavoured to relieve his grandson of the tome. Colum resisted, the king insisted and, well, this being Ireland and the subject being religion, things went from family quarrel to bloody battle before you could say ‘Father Ted’; the upshot being that, as a self-imposed penance for having been the cause of such bloodshed, Colum departed for Scotland in 563. Nobody seems sure why he felt Scotland would be such a punishment – the pipes maybe?

So, apparently, Colum Cille and his maritime entourage landed at Keil Point, where (apparently) the distraught chap turned around to note that he could still see his wretched Ireland and thus (apparently) cast off again, sailing round the Mull and eventually up to Iona, an island far enough north for the irksome Emerald Isle not to be visible. All these ‘apparently’s seem appropriate for such vague history from so long ago – after all, since you could see Kintyre from Ireland, even a sixth-century geographical dunce might have figured out that you could also see Ireland from Kintyre.

Not satisfied with the trouble he’d already caused, Colum didn’t simply settle quietly on Iona amid the cows, frogs and snakes, but rather banished these beasts from the island. Along with all the women. He then decided to use this beautiful but frog-free island as a base from which to shoot about Scotland converting everything that moved to Christianity, for which effort his friends dubbed him Saint Columba.



Back at Druma Voulin, where farmer and tractor were being pursued across a field by a hundred noisy seagulls, I faced my first choice. The road to Campbeltown and Mrs Mac’s B&B was straight on, but The Rule – that I should always take the road nearest the west coast – would take me on a diversion up Glen Breackerie to the left. The weather was now closing in. I was a bit saddle-sore. With two failures already behind me (the memorial and the footprint), I didn’t feel much like breaking The Rule so early on, and so I pulled out my little radio, plugged in the earphones and set off up the glen.

To begin with it was pleasant cycling territory indeed: lazy green meadows, safely distant sheep, busy farmyards, flat road and Radio Five Live – for the football updates. Apart from me, nothing much moved along the narrow lane, until my team scored and a small flock of bright yellow siskins burst out of the ditch to join my sudden celebration.

As the ground began to rise, I pedalled on along the strangely smooth surface that eventually entered a forest of evergreens and turned north-east, bringing a stiff breeze into my face and interrupting my radio reception. A drop of rain fell through a slit in the helmet. Then another. And another. Hat. I didn’t bring a hat! Why I’d thought a cycle helmet with slits would keep out the rain I don’t know. It was raining quite hard now. Shelter. I can sit it out. But the road was bordered by newly dug ditches with nowhere to cross them. I realised now it was a logging road: great for trucks but no nooks and crannies for cyclists. Waterproof trousers. I’d better get them out of my bag. Dismounting in the middle of the deserted road, I tried to open my bag while propping up the bike. In vain. All I was doing was getting myself and the contents of my bag wetter.

I mounted up again and skidded round another bend that put the wind behind me, flapping something against my neck. What’s that? Ah, all cagoules have hoods! Idiot. Stop again, pull hood over helmet, set off again. A big drip dangled from the helmet’s peak, while a bigger drip pedalled away beneath.

Over a small rise Radio Five came back, this time bringing bad news to match the worsening weather. Stopping yet again under a small branch that reduced the rainfall by about one per cent, I unplugged the radio and disconsolately shoved it into a dripping pocket. Surveying the scene of ragged grey clouds scraping soggy green fields, I decided it was time for a little mental adjustment. This was just rain, just water. It’s what you get in Scotland. I was out in the fresh air – OK, perhaps a little over-fresh – scooting about in new territory, getting some great exercise and, most of all, at the start of an adventure! Would the Famous Five be downhearted just because the weather was a bit iffy and their team losing? They would not. They’d be looking ahead to a scrumptious tea after they’d dried themselves off on warm, fluffy towels. So, shaking off the latest collection of puddles from my cagoule’s crinkly corners, I squished off again whistling a merry tune. Ha, I whistle in the face of your Scottish rain! Even as it seeps into my weak English brain.

The route I was taking – north from the coast where Ireland and Great Britain are closest – was also a route taken about 1,800 years before by the Gaels.


Gaels blowing in from the south-west

I like a good bit of irony. The territory I was traversing would nowadays be regarded as on the economic and political fringes of Scotland, whose power base is firmly entrenched in the Central Lowlands. In a sense, however, this is the original Scotland.

Back in the early centuries AD, after the Romans had given up and gone home, the land that is now Scotland comprised four kingdoms. Edinburgh would have fallen in Bernicia, an Anglish kingdom, i.e. occupied by Angles. Glasgow would have been part of Strathclyde, the Celtic Britons’ territory that stretched south from the Clyde. The largest kingdom, covering much of the north and all the northeast, was occupied by Celtic Picts and is usually referred to as Pictland.

That left the south-western Highlands and Islands. From about the third century AD, invaders from Ireland had at first raided and then settled this rugged coast. Like the Britons, they were also Celtic and spoke a Celtic tongue. The Irish that came here spoke Gaelic; hence ‘Argyll’: coastland of the Gaels.

These particular Gaels came mostly from nearby Antrim, where they were known as the Dál Riata and their kingdom as Dalriada. The name transferred with them and so this coastal kingdom was also known as Dalriada. To confuse matters still further – and to bring us back to the point – the departing Romans had referred to the Irish by a word which is thought to have meant ‘pirates’: they called them the ‘Scoti’ and their island ‘Scotia’. The people of Dalriada were therefore also called Scoti, or Scots.

So when, in 1034, all four kingdoms were finally united under Duncan, the first king of ‘all the Scots’, it was from the people of Argyll, this area, that the new kingdom took its name: Scotland.

To summarise: the Scots were originally Irish, but not all of Scotland’s people were Scots, although almost all were Celts – but not the same type of Celts as the Irish, or Scots. Some of Scotland was Anglish, or English, and some was British – that is, Celtic – until eventually, when British was mostly non-Celtic, it was all British. The Scots, whose name comes from Latin, spoke Gaelic, a Celtic language, while most of Scotland spoke a different Celtic language or Anglish or English, but not Latin.

Clear as mud?



Mud was one item I wasn’t short of when, an hour and a half after the rain had started, I squelched into Campbeltown, splashed through Mrs Mac’s car park and lugged the bike into the ground-floor room I’d left that morning, parking it on the bath towel. BBC Scotland’s Final Score teased me with the exploits of Hearts and Callies before admitting that my boys had lost at Hartlepool and dropped out of the top six.

Never mind. At least I’d learned the Second and Third Laws of Cycle Touring:


	If it might rain, it will.

	Know your kit.



*

After a nap, a shower and a dash of Deep Heat, I was revitalised and ready to hit the town – or the Wee Toon, as the locals call it. Many guidebooks dismiss Campbeltown as an ugly, characterless place and I hoped they were wrong. I really wanted Kintyre’s metropolis (population 6,000) to have something about it. Well, it did: it had a seafront featuring the world’s ugliest Woolworths and the aluminium shelter that Milton Keynes rejected; it had a very big and very empty harbour; and it had a two-bed flat in town for only £38,000. It also had a clearing sky and so I sat in the reject shelter and stared out on a calm sea. The 1882 Gazetteer was quite taken by Campbeltown’s setting at the head of its ‘picturesque and lively bay’. Well, at least it was still picturesque that April evening – as long as you kept looking out to sea.

As I’m sure you’ll have noticed while doing the washing-up, the standard tea-towel map of the Highland clans shows the whole of Kintyre to be MacDonald territory; so why is its main town named after their arch-enemies, the Campbells? Well, up to the seventeenth century, the settlement Kinlochkilkerran – ‘Ciaran’s church by the head of the loch’ – was indeed a MacDonald stronghold. However, the MacDonalds were not too popular with King James V, who promptly handed the area to the Campbells in the form of the Earl of Argyll. ‘Kinlochkilkerran’ was far too Gaelic for the earl, who renamed it with all modesty after himself and his clan. Quite when and why Campbeltown lost its second L is a mystery I’ve been unable to solve.

The Wee Toon’s heyday was the nineteenth century with coal, fishing, shipbuilding and whisky all being local boom trades. Alas, it was a dodgy foursome for the twentieth century and even today the town is still recovering from their parallel declines. The town’s biggest single employer is now a Danish wind turbine company but, as with other towns in the Highlands, most of its income nowadays comes from tourism... and so a handsome young Englishman, recently arrived on a posh bike, should be a welcome sight. I stood up, turned round and cast myself loose into the Kintyrenean night with a tenner in my pocket. Who would relieve me of it?

The obvious, indeed only, pub on the front was The Royal Hotel. The Scots may be good at lighthouses, bridges and golf, but are notoriously bad at pubs: there’s just something odd about almost all of them. The Royal’s problem was that you couldn’t see inside from out, and so I didn’t know whether I’d be the only customer. No go. I’d noticed a row of pubs on a back street that looked like they might have some decent beer among them and sought them out again. With the Scottish ban on smoking in pubs now in its fourth month, busy pubs had knots of smokers shivering around the door in their shirtsleeves. This revealed The Commercial Inn as a popular venue, despite its curtained windows, and so I trolled in.

The names on the pumps meant little to me, and evidently I meant little to the barmaid, but I’d had a fair can of Tennent’s at the B&B and so plumped for that. Sitting quietly in the corner with my maps and my pint, I took a sip. Uurgh! Lager. My fault. I did struggle through half, but left the other half on the table as I tried next door: The Wee Toon. Squeezing past the solitary puffer in the doorway, I marched in. Deserted. Not a soul save the bloated and baleful barman watching Liverpool play Chelsea and looking like he supported neither.

‘Ah, er, just a half please – whichever’s the bitter.’

It was the 70 Shilling. I turned to watch the footie. Uurgh! Bitter it may have been, but also cold and fizzy. Making a mental note to do some research into real ales in Scotland, I rapidly downed the pop and sneaked out when Mr Cheery wasn’t looking.

Next along was The Argyll Arms Hotel. Now this certainly had customers, but they all seemed to be fourteen years old, topped with ginger pudding basins and silently staring as though auditioning for The Village of the Damned. A banner across the door declared: ‘Tonight: Kintyre Piping Society’.

Now hungry as well as thirsty, I trudged over to The White Hart Hotel. Mmm, the food smelled good. Customers were actually cheering at the football, a Chelsea defeat being cause for celebration everywhere. Responding eagerly to my enquiry, the bonhomous barman suggested a pint of Velvet, a lasagne and the table over there with a good view of the match. So I supped the fizzless flagon, which slid nicely down like, well, like velvet. I may have failed with the footprint, but had survived the weather and had now succeeded in tracking down a decent pint in Kintyre – not a bad Day One, all in all.
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Chapter 2

Happy Isthmus: West Kintyre

Both Sunday and I dawned bright and breezy and so before breakfast I nipped down to the newsagent’s to get a quick dose of the beautiful local accent.

‘Good morning! The local newspaper please.’

‘G’day. Yeah, thit’ll be the Kimbletown Kyurier.’ Wondering what might have attracted an Aussie to this grey old town, I strolled back to the digs and, over my flakes, set about the Campbeltown Courier. Both a leading story and a letter to the editor concerned the proposal to site another huge wind farm up in the hills of Kintyre. According to the letter, the developers admitted they’ll kill over 400 birds (a year?) with their turbines, while, according to the news article, the developers’ spokesman stated that there was no threat to the birds at all. Someone must have been wrong here. Another story brought the badly timed news that in eight days a new pedestrian ferry service would start up between Troon and Campbeltown – badly timed for me anyway, as it would have saved me and my bike about a day. Mind you, the jaunt across Arran and down eastern Kintyre two days before (to get me to the Mull) had been the sort of spectacular, sunny Scottish cycling I was rather hoping for again today; certainly the weather was promisingly similar.

Drifting in from the kitchen came the BBC news that on her eightieth birthday the Queen had received over 20,000 cards. Drifting in shortly after was Mrs Mac, the landlady: ‘Och, she’ll nivver read ’em – wha’ a waste o’ money!’ Long live the Scots. (I have rechristened all the landladies I met en route as the ubiquitous Mrs Mac – to save their embarrassment and my head.)

Beflaked, bebaconed and betoasted, I was soon in the saddle again and searching the landscape for signs of something rare in these parts.

The Campbeltown and Machrihanish Railway followed pretty close to the line of my route out of the Wee Toon towards Machrihanish, and I peered over field and hedgerow for a telltale straight line at odds with the natural contours. Nothing obvious as far as Stewarton, where I turned right along a minor road that I was fairly sure crossed the old rail route. An embankment a hundred metres ahead looked promising, but turned out to be a dyke; a mysteriously straight hedge just petered out. No, nothing. Not a sausage. Oh well, at least today’s failure had come early in the day.


A unique railway?

The Campbeltown and Machrihanish Light Railway opened in 1887 to carry coal from collieries near Machrihanish on the west coast to a coal depot and pier at Campbeltown on the east. In 1906 the upgraded and no longer ‘light’ railway began passenger services. Steamers would bring visitors from Glasgow to Campbeltown, there to catch a train to the west coast – perhaps for a quick round of golf at the Machrihanish links – and back again, sometimes completing a return journey the same day. The closure of the collieries in 1929 signalled the demise of the C&M, which finally ceased all operations in 1932.

The most remarkable aspect of what must have been a splendid railway is its location, being, by my reckoning, not only the most remote from any other railway on mainland Britain, but also the only mainland passenger service not actually connected to the rest of the network. The nearest other line, by land, was the Oban terminus of the Caledonian Railway – three days’ cycling away.



The next sight on my schedule was surely too big to miss, even for me. Just beyond the missing railway, there emerged from the gorse bushes on my left a long and very well-maintained stretch of barbed wire fencing. Pulling up and standing on tiptoe, I tried to see over the gorse and through the wire to a place where the rolling landscape of Kintyre had been flattened into the unrolling airscape of Machrihanish Airport’s runway.

This was a very small airfield with a very long runway. Why? Officially, because until 1997 it was a NATO airbase and part of a vital network of airfields capable of taking even the largest aircraft in an emergency. But unofficially? Well, according to a whole couchload of conspiracy theorists, Machrihanish was – or even still is – a test site for a super-supersonic, and of course super-supersecret, American stealth bomber code-named ‘Aurora’. The evidence offered by the theorists includes:


	the supposed fact that the entire runway was – or is? – painted four times a year ‘to match the surrounding undergrowth’ so as to be invisible from space (but it’s on the OS maps, chaps);

	that a local oil engineer once saw a ‘dart-shaped’ aircraft that he didn’t recognise;

	that the chairman of Scottish Earth Mysteries Research once breathlessly revealed that southern Kintyre would be an ideal spot for secret research as it’s ‘a part of Scotland where people just never visit’;

	and, rather more seriously, that the Mull of Kintyre helicopter crash of 1993 was caused by an encounter with the jet wake of the said Aurora aircraft.



(All quotations from Thomas, ‘Top Secret US plane “caused Chinook crash”’, The Register, 10 July 2000.)

I should point out that these same conspiracy theorists also claim that Aurora travels at up to twenty times the speed of sound (the world air speed record, at the time of writing, is about eight times) and that Machrihanish’s runway is over three miles long and the longest in Europe (it’s actually just over two miles long and many exceed it, including some at Heathrow, for example).

Well, anyway, I tried to manoeuvre myself into a position from where I could test one of their claims. The tiptoeing didn’t work and so, getting back on the bike and standing up on the pedals, I freewheeled up and down a bit until a slight rise in the ground gave me a brief glimpse of the actual runway. Was it green and yellow like the gorse that surrounded it? Was it hell… it was a fetching but unremarkable shade of runway grey of course. However, I leave the question of Machrihanish’s supersecret, superstealthy, supersonic aircraft with you as an unanswered one.

The single-track road meandered up to join the main A83: right for Campbeltown, left for Glasgow (and the rest of the world). Before turning left, I peered straight ahead up Ranachan Hill, hoping to glimpse the glint of a guitar, a left-handed guitar. Alas, the steep, pastured terrain hides High Park Farm from inquisitive eyes, which is just what a young man wanted when he bought the place in the 1960s…


Macca track

High Park Farm is over a mile along a track up Ranachan Hill, and at the time of writing Paul McCartney still owns it, having bought the farm in 1966 and lived here after the whole Beatles business began to get acrimonious, saying he needed to get away from London and into the mist and mountains. He didn’t quite escape all the madness, though, as it was here in Kintyre that, in order to disprove the ‘Paul is dead’ rumour, he was obliged to make an appearance before reporters, declaring himself ‘as fit as a fiddle’.

At High Park Farm, Paul built a small recording studio in the barn (without soundproofing, being without neighbours) and here, in 1969/70, recorded the album McCartney, playing all instruments himself. It’s understood that among the songs he wrote here were ‘The Long and Winding Road’ (reputedly about the B842 in East Kintyre), ‘Martha My Dear’ (about his sheepdog) and ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’, but unfortunately it’s also here that he and Denny Laine penned ‘Mull of Kintyre’.

The single came out in December 1977, by Christmas had sold a million and by mid-January had become the bestselling British single of all time. To millions of people around the world, all they know of Kintyre is this slushy song. As we’ve noted, Paul’s farm isn’t actually on the Mull – and the beach along which the pipers piped in the video was in fact at Saddell in East Kintyre.



As I walked my bike up a steep section of main road, the view to the south over the modern barracks of RAF Machrihanish stretched to the bulk of the Mull – more or less the same view as McCartney’s higher up. The last push up to the brow, though, was rewarded by a more significant view that suddenly opened up ahead: a sensational blue swathe of ocean, with Islay squat on the horizon and, further north, a distant line of grey peaks: the Paps of Jura. This was my first glimpse of those islands that would parade their beauty across the western horizon up to and beyond Skye, and of a landscape that would accompany me all the way to Sutherland – the tantalising beauty of the deserted west coast of Scotland. Deserted, that is, except for the crowd at the first seaside lay-by: a traditional Sunday morning serving of four-by-fours, from which sprouted squeaky families heading for the beach, with a side order of bleary-eyed, droopy-drawered hippies communing around a barbecue before attacking the Atlantic surf with their boards. Next, please. A few hundred metres further on, a beach with no parking and therefore the preserve of walkers and cyclists – i.e. just me – looked a better bet for the day’s first coffee break.

My map named the beach rather incongruously Port Corbert, which sounded more Cornwall than Kintyre, but this was pure Scotland. I carefully laid down the bike and, munching a Twix, wriggled a bottom shape out of the pebbles and looked back across a twinkling Machrihanish Bay to the Mull, which – it has to be said – gains in scenic attraction the further you are away from it. After luxuriating in the sun and the scene for a few minutes, I crunched my way down to the water’s edge – clear as mineral water, cold as ice – and looked over to Islay, which filled the northwest horizon about 25 miles away. From most of Great Britain’s coastline the sea view is uninterrupted and visions of a distant France or Holland or Ireland swim around your imagination, but out here the next land is almost always in sight, tempting you with an unplanned island hop. No time for such temptations this time, though. I’d thirty-odd miles still to get under my tyres today and so, hoisting the bike off Port Corbert’s pebbles, I pointed north and set off again.

So good did it feel to be in such a place on such a day with the prospect of such pleasures to come that, as I pedalled along, I made up this little ditty:


I’m awaaaa the noooo

For this is what I doooo.

I ride up the glens

And I pass ’tween the bens

To admirrrrrrre the vieoooo.



(Lucky for you there’s no ‘Press here to listen’ button.)

Making a mental note to find out what ‘the noo’ actually means, I braced myself against the rare passage of a coach. Though a double-track road, the A83 was quieter the further north I travelled, traffic falling to about one vehicle a minute. For comparison, my occasional training for this ride was often along a similar-sized A-road in Leicestershire, where the ordinary midday traffic averaged about thirty vehicles a minute. East Kintyre had been around one in three minutes; yesterday’s road to the Mull approximately nought in 120. Villages were pretty scarce too. Though the map lined them up – Killocraw, Cleongart, Glenbarr – most turned out to be not even hamlets, but vague settlements of scattered bungalows with the occasional house by the road or a slightly more substantial farmhouse a little way back.

After ten pleasant seaside miles, the first place with much else was Muasdale, which boasted several houses, a shop and two bus shelters, the seaward one of which offered me a flat place to sit for my packed lunch. After a morning of panoramic views it came as a strange relief to have something close to look at. The graffiti-free timetable told me the next bus in either direction would be the 13.01 to Campbeltown, which had left Glasgow at 9.00 and would even now (12.15) be sampling the delights of the ‘Tarbert turning circle’. Below this was an advert for the local public transport organisation, which, it revealed, ‘connected people to places’. Ah, so that’s what transport does then.

Connecting myself to my bike, I set off again into the sunshine. With nothing else to report for a few miles but fresh air and empty fields, let me introduce you to my pedalled – and so far faithful – companion. Tetley, this is our reader. Reader, this is Tetley. Full name: Seamus O’Tetley, as I bought him from the cycling superstore ‘Da Kettle On’ (Decathlon). He was selected for this very trip from the Da Kettle On catalogue with the help of Slingers, my mate from the 1980s Soar Bottom Cycling Club, who pointed out that the other contenders all had twist-grip gears, which would have driven me not to Cape Wrath but to distraction. The choice of a Triban Trail 7 was also given the thumbs-up by the assistant at their local store, a young Australian called Tom, whose enthusiasm for mountain biking in these parts, however, fell on deaf ears, as this was definitely not my style. The route from the Mull to the Cape, following The Rule, of course, should take me only occasionally off-road and, via the miracle of the Internet, I’d already seen photos of most of these stretches of unsurfaced track. The first was a possibility tomorrow and I was confident that Tetley’s lack of sturdy mountain-bike tread wouldn’t be a problem. The big pluses that Tetley brought the long-distance cyclist were a comfy, wide, gel-filled saddle, bouncy front-fork suspension and – best of all for the creaky back, neck and wrists of a fifty-something – two vertical appendages to the handlebars that let me shift my weight around on long stretches where the terrain didn’t shift it for me, like this 36-mile coastal haul up to Tarbert.

After an hour or so, I joined territory I’d crossed before, at Tayinloan. Two years previously my partner Julie and I had come up to the west coast during the spring monsoons and splashed down from Inverary in a hire car to this very spot, in expectation of a warm coffee and a bun among the steaming bustle of the Tayinloan ferry terminal, from where the jolly red-funnelled Caledonian MacBrayne vessel would whisk us to the island of Gigha, only about three miles from Kintyre at this point. Peering through the ceaseless rain, we caught sight of a red funnel bouncing its way across the Sound of Gigha towards us and followed a brown sign down towards the shore. Oddly, no terminal came into view. We parked in an empty car park. Still no terminal. We got out and, leaning into the rain, walked down to the water itself. No buildings at all except a wind-blown lavatory with rattling windows and a Perspex shelter with flapping timetables. From the neighbouring field, the glum stare of its single, sodden cow said ‘This, mateys, is the ferry terminal.’

No coffee, no buns, no bustle, no people, no tickets, November. Well, March, actually. We deferred the trip to Gigha in favour of a dash back up to Tarbert for some warm sustenance.

Today Tayinloan was barely recognisable as that wind-blown outpost. The afternoon sun glinted off the Gigha ferry laid up for a few minutes at the jetty, off the windows of Tayinloan’s roadside inn (whose convenience I resisted) and off the white walls of its public toilet (whose convenience I didn’t). On emerging, I spotted a young lad of about six circling my bike on his own small-wheeled machine.

‘Nice bike,’ he said.

‘Yours too,’ I countered.

‘Yeah,’ he agreed and proved it by doing a wobbly wheelie before shooting back down the lane toward a group of caravans.

He was the first cyclist I’d seen all day, and only the fourth since setting off from Ardrossan two and a half days before. This struck me as extremely odd. All over Europe, including England, Sunday is cycling day and here I was on a glorious springtime Sunday pedalling along one of the most beautiful coast roads in the world and yet there were virtually no other cyclists to be seen. What’s so different about Scotland?

For a while north of Tayinloan the seaward view was blocked as the road passed through woodland, before opening out again to reveal a larger CalMac (Caledonian MacBrayne) ferry heading west from Kennacraig to Port Ellen on Islay, a round-trip of five hours. The vessel was emerging from West Loch Tarbert, beyond which lay the low, forested hills of Knapdale – my first view of tomorrow’s terrain. Another fabulous beach slid by before a small, perfectly curved bay appeared, sporting a turquoise-doored boathouse presumably owned by the substantial house nuzzled on all sides by tall trees: Ronachan House. Until recently this place was run by the Church of Scotland to help people addicted to drugs or alcohol. It certainly looked a splendid place to be on a day like this, but I couldn’t help wondering if, on a more typical Highland day, such an isolated place would drive you to drink rather than away from it.

Spurred on by the thought of the drink I’d deserve after a few more miles, I surged up a long gradient to be brought up short at the top by two simultaneously odd sights. On the left a signpost at the edge of some trees announced ‘Soup Forest’ (I could have sworn it came from tins), while on the right, a distant view of a very high but oddly familiar peak swung into view: Goat Fell on the Isle of Arran, which I’d left two days before. I’d come virtually full circle around Kintyre, a fact confirmed a little further on when I passed a sign to the Arran ferry at Claonaig. Not only did it feel as though I was rejoining civilisation but, passing the junction, I also realised I’d joined the northbound route through Scotland taken some years before by a fellow coastal cyclist, Nicholas Fairweather. As revealed in his Coasting Around Scotland (2002), he didn’t quite get to the Mull of Kintyre, but he did cycle virtually the entire coast of Scotland. Fair play to him.

West Loch Tarbert repeatedly came and went on my left until it suddenly disappeared altogether and I was welcomed to my destination by a trilingual sign: Tarbert/Tairbeart/ Dookerville, the last in a shaky script. Scooting down into ‘Dookerville’, I was treated to a ‘Hi there!’ from a group of teenage girls sitting on the pavement and pulled up in the dazzling late-afternoon sun that anointed Tarbert harbour.

After a triumphal parade up and down the harbour front, featuring a visit to the renowned turning circle, I checked in at the friendly Islay Frigate Hotel, where my machine was assigned a back-room spot by the beer crates and I a front-room spot with harbour view and double bed, which is where I placed my weary legs for their well-deserved nap.

*

After a steamy bath and a change into my only other set of clothes (termed ‘evening’), I emerged again onto the harbour front, still aglow in the balmy sunlight and, surprisingly for a Sunday evening, still a-bustle too.

Kintyre’s second town is everything its first is not. My only other visit to Tarbert had been on that damp March day two years before, but even then the place immediately slotted into my Top 20 Places Just To Be. The low hills of Kintyre saunter down to the water’s edge, the neat little harbour leads into tiny East Loch Tarbert – barely seven furlongs long, according to Groome’s 1882 team – which then opens out into the crisp ripples of Loch Fyne, which sparkle past the headland and over as far as tree-covered Cowal’s lowering presence in the east. Tarbert’s harbour offers a sharp contrast to Campbeltown’s empty basin, sheltering a busy cluster of fishing boats, several neat lines of pleasure craft and the CalMac ferry from Portavadie on the Cowal peninsula. Even though Tarbert is tiny by most people’s standards, it has shops, hotels, an estate agent’s and a choice of pubs. Ward Lock’s Red Guide: […] Western Highlands even reported a cinema among its ‘distractions’… but then it also advertised ‘the indispensable Mrs Beeton’ and the National Provincial Bank, as my copy is the 1962 edition. That damp March afternoon, I’d needed no distracting from the sights of the harbourside itself and the same was true tonight, with local children and fishermen mixing with strolling couples, a map-hungry group from Germany, several passing Polish accents and an elegant olive-skinned lady who’d probably started her journey in Singapore. What Tarbert has, in short, is a sense of place.

What I really wanted right now, though, was a scent of plaice. And I’d espied the very spot to find it: a regular chippie right opposite the fishing smacks. An English friend of mine tells the tale of a young woman he met while in Tarbert a few years ago. She was evidently pretty, seemed quite refined and was altogether charming as they chatted for a while about life in Tarbert as a child in the 1960s.

‘What did you and your friends do for amusement in such a quiet place?’ my friend asked.

‘Och, we’d hae a few laughs around the town,’ said the woman.

‘For example?’

‘Well, for instance, we’d drive slowly past wee Hamish’s chip shop, roll the windows down and shout “Hamish – yer chips are shite!”’

I trust she gets her kicks elsewhere now, as the chips were just fine. Not enough to sate my hunger, though, so I shunted along to the Tarbert Hotel, where I ordered some pasta from the Polish barman, sat with my pint (80 Shilling and excellent) opposite an English couple, also enjoying pastas and pints, and started reading up on the history of Tarbert in Groome’s Gazetteer.

In Gaelic, tar means across and ber bring. Tarbert therefore means bring across. And the reason you’ll find ten or more Tarberts in Scotland is that the thing a lot of people wanted to bring across was a boat; and the place they wanted to bring it across was an isthmus – to save all that sailing around, you see. So all the Tarberts are on isthmi (store that one for Scrabble). This one, of course, was the short stretch of land separating the two Lochs Tarbert and just preventing Kintyre from being another island.

I can see that the splendidly named Norseman King Magnus Barefoot, could save a fair few nautical miles by dragging his galley across this isthmus, as he – or, more probably, his dragsters – did in 1098. What I find harder to accept is that he followed up this feat by claiming that, since his boat had travelled all the way around Kintyre, it must be an island and therefore must be his legal possession, Scottish King Edgar having already ceded all western isles to him. Did Magnus think Edgar was daft? Maybe he was, for Kintyre did indeed become a Norse land until 1263. (More of the Norsemen later.)

Mr Tarberthotelsski approached and, surprisingly, beckoned me to the dining room; so I duly gathered up my pint and books, shared a puzzled glance with the English couple and followed him to a restaurant that was totally deserted but for one table laid for dinner. There I sat until a fully regaled chef delivered my pasta, which looked identical to those in the bar, wished me ‘Bon appetit’ and withdrew. Bemused, I ate and read.

Scouring my sources while savouring my sauces, I discovered that the folk of Tarbert are called ‘Dookers’ after the local word for guillemot, a source of food around here before they became a protected species (the birds, not the people); hence Dookerville. Surprisingly, Groome’s Gazetteer seemed to be even less impressed by Tarbert than by Campbeltown, devoting to it barely a fifth of the text that described the latter. It noted the 1881 population as 1,629 (it’s still about the same), most of the males being fishermen, for East Loch Tarbert ‘is a curious and singularly safe and landlocked natural harbour’. Not entirely landlocked, surely, Francis.

I eventually re-trod my lonesome path to the bar to return my glass, shared another mystified shrug with the English couple and moved on.

Tarbert’s hostelries are all lined up in a row facing the harbour. Next was the Anchor, which failed on the ‘Can’t see in’ rule, and so I entered the Corner House where, just as I ordered a pint of John Smith’s, my feet stuck to the floor.

‘Sorry,’ off ered the barmaid in another Polish accent, releasing me with a rapid swish of the mop. ‘It’s the only way we keep our customers!’ Poles seemed to be taking over from Aussies as the regulation British bar staff – and, unlike plenty of other Britons apparently, I’ve no problem with this. Migration is surely something to be encouraged, not only providing labour for jobs the locals either can’t or won’t do, but also releasing people from the suffocating effects of home… and adding a touch of cosmopolitan glamour to many a small town. Not that Tarbert seemed to need any more: the only other customers in the Corner House were a bunch of exuberant Swedes.

I’d earlier seen the remains of a tower looming over Harbour Street and now read that it was Tarbert Castle, built by, among others, Robert the Bruce in the 1320s. Amazing how many kings doubled as builders, ain’t it? You never hear of Edward I moonlighting in the upholstery trade or how King Magnus Barefoot spent his spare time installing boilers, do you?


What’s a bruce?

Q: What’s the connection between Robert the Bruce and Winnie the Pooh?

A: They’ve got the same middle name.

But whereas we all know what a ‘pooh’ is – the kind of bear that Winnie was, of course – I had to admit to ignorance about the bruce that Robert was. Maybe it’s an adjective. I’d heard of kings who were great, elder, younger, bold, unready… but if King Robert’s main characteristic was his bruceness, I for one was none the wiser. Maybe it was a corruption and he was simply rather short with people: Robert the Brusque. Enough! To the research.

Well, the future king was born Robert Bruce at Turnberry in 1274. He wasn’t plain Robert Bruce, though. He was born into a noble family up at the castle and by 1292, as the Earl of Carrick, he was one of two claimants to the vacant Scottish throne, losing out to John Balliol. Thirteen years later, with Balliol gone, Robert found himself in another two-horse race for the throne, but this time he was more decisive, simply murdering his challenger, John Comyn, to declare himself King of the Scots in 1306. Robert the Brute?

Fortunately for Robert’s eventual elevation to the ranks of the ‘Scottish Heroes’ so loved by tea-towel makers, his time as king was full of rousing battles against those favourite enemies, the nasty imperialist English – including a victory at Bannockburn that allowed Robert subsequently to lead the nasty imperialist Scots on an invasion of Ireland. Robert the Bruiser?

No, ‘Good King Robert’, apparently – because yer man followed up Bannockburn with another stunning home victory at Arbroath, where he was the king in residence at the time of Scotland’s Declaration of Independence in 1320. He died in 1329.

This is all very well. Defending the nation, beating the English, achieving independence – yes, yes, but how did he get the ‘the’? Even after that goal in Argentina, Archie Gemmill was never Archie the Gemmill. OK, here’s my theory: Robert was born Robert Bruce and died Robert Bruce. The ‘the’ is down to a book written about Robert later in the fourteenth century by John Barbour and called The Bruce. Barbour wrote this book not in English but medieval Scots. Could the definite article as a surname appendage have been common in Scots?



Last up on my brief harbourside tour was my own B&B, the Islay Frigate, but here the bar-flies had evaporated, leaving the lonesome barmaid to greet me with ‘Aye, thank God yerr back – ah can close now.’

After two pints, pasta and chips, I concurred and happily retired to my wee room, where the soft lights of East Loch Tarbert dappled on heavy eyelids before you could say ‘Dookerville’.






End of sample
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