
  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    Praise for Jamie Whittle’s White River


    


    ‘White River is a passionate and astute piece of work. A journey-book in the tradition of Basho’s Narrow Road to a Far Province, mixing poetry, prose and meditation, White River follows the Findhorn from its sea-mouth to its source up in the Monadhliaths. Jamie Whittleisnever blind to modernity’s grip on the river, but never deaf to the river’s old magic either.’


    Robert Macfarlane


    Author of Mountains of the Mind,


    The Wild Places and The Old Ways


    


    ‘This is a book that should be read by every student of the land, all those who work on the land, and everyone who finds renewal and recreation on it.’


    Cameron McNeish


    editor of TGO and author of


    The Wilderness World of Cameron McNeish


    and The Sutherland Trail


    


    ‘Jamie Whittle’s book is based on two journeys, the first a tramp upstream from the white sands of Culbin to the mist-shrouded puddles high in the Monadhliaths where the infant Findhorn is daily reborn. The second is Jamie’s return by canoe. The highly original result is an account of both the river itself and of his thoughts on man’s place within the natural world of today. Take it from me, this is an important book and Jamie Whittle is a wonderful writer.’


    Dr Richard Shelton


    Research Director, Atlantic Salmon Trust


    and author of To Sea and Back


    ‘There’s no need to have heard of the Findhorn or know where it is to enjoy this very readable book. For anyone who loves wild nature and is concerned about what is happening White River is highly recommended.’


    Chris Townsend


    Author of Grizzly Bears and Razor Clams,


    A Year in the Life of the Cairngorms,


    The Backpackers Handbook, and Crossing Arizona


    


    ‘White River is one of those rare environmental books that, more than a local travelogue, takes us on a journey to the soul of modern times. Whittle holds the lawyer’s scales of balance as he goes. He sees that the River Findhorn meanders between two banks and that one is busy with economics and practical matters, while the raises the eye to beauty and its ideals. We need both of these banks or else we come undone. But if we can walk as Whittle so elegantly and eloquently does – constantly shifting equilibrium from bank to bank – we can glide through this potential paradise that is our Earth.’


    Alastair McIntosh


    


    


    


    


    Jamie Whittle is an environmental lawyer and ski instructor who grew up beside the River Findhorn near Forres in the north of Scotland. He was a Morehead Scholar to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, USA, where he earned a BA in Modern Languages with Honours, before returning to Scotland to study Law at the University of Edinburgh, and completing an MSc with Distinction in Human Ecology at the Centre for Human Ecology. Passionate about the outdoors, he has travelled extensively and enjoys exploring the wilder corners of the Scottish Highlands and Islands. He lives with his family near Hopeman on the Moray Coast.
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    I first saw the River Findhorn when I was three years old. At the time my family was living in the village of Findhorn at the mouth of the river. It was one of those unforgettable summer days in Scotland when it is almost too hot to be on the coast, and so my parents and some of their friends decided to take their children swimming upriver. Turning off the main road, we bumped along the potholes and tree roots of an overgrown forestry track as broom and rhododendron branches sprang through the open windows of the car. Clambering out barefoot onto the thick grass and mud, a strange noise – denser than the wind but softer than the crash of a wave – hummed through the cool air that hovered beneath the pines. Shivering in the darkness of the trees I tiptoed along the needles carpeting the path, and moved towards the source of this mysterious sound. At the far side of the wood I set eyes upon a sight that has both haunted and captivated me ever since: a giant river the colour of black tea, surrounded by cliffs stretching up to the clouds, with islands of sand and trees and peninsulas of stone.


    The river rises in the Monadhliath Mountains, which lie between the Cairngorms and the Great Glen, and then flows for around seventy miles in a north-easterly direction towards the Moray Firth. From the remoteness of the mountains, the Findhorn then works its way through the valley of Strathdearn and across the northern edge of the Dava Moor, before entering a lengthy gorge section that cuts through the forests down to the coastal plain. Unlike the neighbouring River Spey, which passes through a number of towns, the Findhorn only passes two settlements – Tomatin and Forres – before emptying at the sea beside the village of Findhorn. Most of the ground adjacent to the river is owned by a series of private estates, and there is a wide range of land use. The Findhorn is notorious for its flash floods – or spates – following rain on the high ground, when the river barrels down in a bore. This unpredictability combined with the abundance of whitewater (some rapids are categorised as grade 5) means that the Findhorn is not a river to be taken lightly.


    It was in the summer of 2000 that the idea of exploring and writing about the River Findhorn first emerged. I was part way through my Masters degree in Human Ecology at the Centre for Human Ecology. An element of the course had been studying the connections between people and the places in which they dwell. From the course reading list, three books were especially inspiring: Henry Thoreau’s Walden, Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac and Gary Snyder’s A Place in Space. Each writer demonstrated such profound awareness of his natural surroundings, and was able to convey the subtleties and rhythms of the land. I was also introduced to the work of Kenneth White, and shall never forget listening to a recording of his poem ‘Labrador’ for the first time, and being awoken by the sense of movement and discovery that is possible in the world.


    Then came the term paper for the course. The topic was to write about your relationship with a particular element of the natural world. Ever since my family had moved upriver to the Altyre Woods when I was four, the River Findhorn had been a constant in my life, always drawing me back from wherever I was with its magnetic pull. The first draft of the term paper was filled with a series of anecdotes about the River Findhorn. The difficulty I faced was that I just didn’t know how to penetrate this level and write more directly about the river. My first few efforts at describing the river were embarrassing. I felt awkward. The writing was blocked. There was no flow. I couldn’t figure out how to write about a river. I also realised that I didn’t really know the river. The easiest solution seemed to be to write the term paper on something completely different and less personal. My tutor’s short response to my plea was that I needed to discover the river’s poetry.


    Ideas began to melt. The term paper proved to be the seed of my dissertation, which was a study of the human ecology along the River Findhorn. Human ecology – broadly – is the interface between ecology and society, and how each affect and define the other. To study the river would require journeying its length, and the blend of walking upstream and then paddling the river back down by canoe seemed the most complete approach. The only problem was that I had done very little whitewater canoeing at the time. Although I had been on an Outward Bound expedition in America some years previously when I had the chance to paddle through the wilderness of the Boundary Waters in Minnesota, most of the canoeing had been on flat water. So I bought a canoe, went on a whitewater safety course, and began paddling short sections of the river to build up my experience.


    The journey upriver began in late May 2001. The country was just coming to the end of the foot and mouth epidemic, which had ruined the livelihoods of thousands of farmers. Access to the countryside was a major issue, and as a result it seemed best to check with proprietors along the river whether they would be okay with me walking across their land. In most cases, estates were very cooperative and suggested a preferred route.


    I estimated that it would take about five days from the Culbin Sands on the coast to the heart of the Monadhliath Mountains, and loaded up my pack with enough food to last. As well as food, I packed a tent, a light sleeping bag, sleeping mat, stove and cooking gear, spare clothes, waterproofs, first aid and blister kit, odds and ends kit (knife, lighters, duck tape, compass, head torch and batteries), a series of Ordnance Survey maps, a copy of Dogen’s Scripture on Mountains and Waters and a notebook.


    Given both the logistics and my relative inexperience of whitewater canoeing, I decided to separate the upstream and downstream elements, and to embark on the canoe journey at some point in June. For the downstream section I paddled a Mad River ‘Teton’ – a 16-foot-long canoe made of polyethylene. The ‘Teton’ is a sturdy boat for the likes of the Findhorn where you are likely to hit rocks. However, it is a heavy boat and you certainly feel its weight when it comes to portaging the canoe around unnavigable stretches of water. In order to travel more lightly on the river and so make navigation far easier, I opted to paddle the river in five separate sections, returning home at the end of each day instead of carrying extra gear and camping out. Although it would be possible to start higher up the river on the back of a spate, I chose to begin the paddling section at Tomatin. I also opted to skip the section between Randolph’s Leap and Sluie, given that this is a highly technical stretch of water, and one more suited for a kayak rather than the canoe I was paddling.


    Throughout the journey I took notes. Back at my desk I then integrated these field notes with research on a variety of disciplines such as ecology, history, psychology, mythology, philosophy, economics and law. When you start studying a river, you begin to see that it is connected to everything on the planet, and this limitlessness created a challenge with research in deciding where to draw the line. On a physical level, river water is connected to the seas and oceans, to clouds and rain and snow. A river is tipped downwards by mountains, fringed by forests and farmland, and welcomed by the coast. The water and surrounding land are inhabited by a diversity of species, some of which migrate to distant parts of the world in certain periods of the year, and some of which spend their entire lives in and around the river environment. So too with the people that come to the river – some remain for their lifetimes, some migrate for periods of the year, and some visit for only a short while. The whole is a complex, boundless space that never reaches an ultimate definition or end point.


    In order to synthesise these different fields of study and try to articulate the rhythm of the river and its many elements, I tried to write in an ‘ecological’ style – mixing poetry with prose, and grounded observation with short essays on a variety of environmental and cultural issues. This approach seemed the only way I could run these necessary components into one.


    Six ‘upstream’ chapters culminating in the section in the Monadhliaths were submitted as my Masters dissertation. Once the degree was over, however, the project felt incomplete. There was the downstream section to write about. Also, many questions that had arisen during the study remained unanswered in my mind – or at least, my understanding of a number of issues was untested. So began a process of extending the original dissertation into a book.


    Six years on since the journey into the mountains and back to the sea, the book is now finally complete. When I first considered writing a short paper about the River Findhorn, I had no idea where the project would lead. Never did I imagine when making the journey that I would write a book. I had no idea at that time that I would become so enraptured with canoeing that I would travel to British Columbia a few years later to train as an outdoors instructor. During the process of exploring the watershed and discovering the river in greater depth, I had no notion that this connection would so affirm my commitment to the work I now do as an environmental lawyer.


    The journey brought me to wild places along the river that are achingly beautiful. Conversely, I also witnessed places where the land has been abused and where there is need of restoration. I have been struck by the range of people for whom the River Findhorn is important – be it for recreation, its economic provision, its wildlife, its sanctuary. That enthusiasm gives me genuine hope in these changing times, when the environment is under greater pressure from human impacts than ever before. Humanity faces the most fascinating – yet serious – challenge it has ever had to address collectively, and it is one that demands creativity, care and commitment. In seeking direction, we can turn to the teachings of the natural world. By connecting with the rhythms of the land, our decisions about what is appropriate become all the wiser.


    


    Half Davoch, Forres


    December 2007
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    Chapter One


    


    The White Shore


    


    


    ‘You did not come into this world. You came out of it, like a wave from the ocean. You are not a stranger here.’


    Alan Watts, ‘On the Tantra’1


    


    The tide is out. Waves somersault onto the shore, their carbonated frenzy lunging up the beach. In the wake of the surf, the clear, shallow water reveals intricate patterns of seaweed and sand. Within seconds each creation vanishes forever, erased by a wave slipping back out to sea.


    A gannet spies its breakfast from an old netting post. The keel of an abandoned Zulu boat lies half-buried in the sand, like the spine and ribs of a whale carcass. The trunk of a giant pine has become lodged on the beach – its cracks and pockets are the thrones of pebbles.


    Standing on the Culbin Sands there is a sense of immense space. In a sweep from Ben Wyvis in the west, over the Soutars and the gaping mouth of the Cromarty Firth, to Morvern and the north lands of Sutherland and Caithness melting into the horizon, the eye is drawn seawards to the vastness of an open sky. No land lies between this white shore and the Scandinavian coast, only sea.


    There is tonic in this wind-battered, wave-pummelled coast. A healthy madness where the gulls whirl.


    At the edge of the interior, I think of those travellers who would have arrived here in ancient times. The relief of a shore. The apprehension of what lies beyond. The anticipation of exploration.


    


    Out East


    Over the sea,


    The sky is blackening


    


    Moving across the corrugations of sand, I make for the Scots pines at the top of the dunes to shelter from a probable soaking in the next ten minutes. Every step up the dune triggers a mini avalanche of sand. The rim of the dune is matted with marram grass and pine needles. I drop my pack beneath one of the larger trees and pull on waterproofs. With a cup of tea from my Thermos, I settle down to watch this morning’s storm funnel its way up the Firth.


    It’s going to take four to five days to walk the length of the River Findhorn from the coast to the mountains. I could have dropped into the source from the back of Newtonmore in upper Speyside and walked downstream. Instead I’ve chosen to walk upstream and canoe back down which feels more natural and complete. There will be sections, too, where what paths that exist along the river run out, or take detours away from the river bank. The return journey by canoe will allow me to gain as full a sense of the river as possible.


    It’s strange – for the past week I’ve had trouble sleeping at night, having awaited the start of this journey for over a year now. It’s not the weather or the natural environment that concerns me. It’s people. It’s the meetings along the way that I’m most nervous about. Will folk be hostile or welcoming? Humans are an unpredictable species.


    Weather, on the other hand, seems far easier to predict as I watch the front move in from my outlook beneath the pines. First comes the calm, followed by the sermon of thunder, and then the chorus of rain.


    Gulls signal the end of this three-part movement by taking to the air in the storm’s wake. The last drops of rain now fallen, I remove my waterproofs, shoulder the pack and slip down the dune back to the beach. The journey is now underway.


    


    The last few hundred yards of the River Findhorn divide the Culbin Sands from the beach at Findhorn. Already mixed with the outgoing salt water from Findhorn Bay, the river races over barnacled channels to the firth where clapotis waves rise in the fracas of colliding currents. Lipping around the entrance to the bay is a sandbank spit where common seals lounge.2 It is difficult to count their exact number – fifty, perhaps sixty. Waiting for the tide to turn and the bay to fill with salmon running upriver, the seals keep watch on human presence. Anyone approaching the spit on foot or by sea-kayak is sure to trigger an evacuation of the seal colony off the sand and into the water. Despite this wariness, you invariably find seals trailing your kayak. Yet turn quickly for a glimpse and the seal will have plunged leaving only bubbles.


    In maritime folklore seals are considered not only the equals of humans, but are thought to have royal blood.3 As the story goes, the children of one of the kings of Norway were put under a spell by their wicked stepmother who (jealous of the children’s natural good looks) turned them into seals. Three times a year on the full moon, it is said, they reappear in human form, so stunningly beautiful that humans are rendered powerless and cannot help but fall in love with them.


    Throughout the northern and western reaches of Scotland – the Hebrides, Orkney and Shetland – are families who similarly have claimed descent from seals. These ‘seal-folk’ (as they are referred to in the Hebrides) or ‘Finn-folk’ (Orkney and Shetland) are thought to be related to the Sjo-Sami (or coastal Lapps) of Northern Norway. Tales of a sea-faring people called the ‘Finn-folk’ who travelled by kayak in the 17th century from Scandinavia to Orkney may substantiate this link.4 Some of the more notable characteristics of these seal-folk include being able to survive in the most extreme Atlantic conditions as well as having the ability to paddle a sea-kayak with the utmost skill.


    Going back further in time, in the mid-19th century Captain Frederick W.L. Thomas wrote of a people who moved throughout the coastal regions of the far north:5


    


    . . . the close of the ice period is not so far distant. Whenever it occurred, colonies of men would no doubt follow up the coast in the same manner in which the Esquimaux have distributed themselves in the Arctic regions. As the climate ameliorated, vegetation would increase, and a littoral mode of life – apparently the most primitive of all – would be mixed up with and partly superseded by a pastoral one . . . Now the primitive people of our island and of the whole of Europe were most probably of Turanian division, and all represented in Europe by the Lapps and Finns . . . My own opinion is that this race held possession for thousands of years.


    


    In the same vein, the ethnologist Claude Levi-Strauss wrote of a sub-Arctic culture6 stretching from Canada across to Scandinavia and Siberia, which kept close contact throughout this northern region. Levi-Strauss suggested that the Celts may well have borrowed myths from this sub-Arctic culture, which might explain how the Holy Grail cycle is more similar to the legends of Native American Indians than European myths.


    Could it be that Northern Scotland formed part of a sub-Arctic, ‘seal-folk’, Lapp/Finn culture? And if the Finns were early visitors to this white shore, does that provide the reason why the bay and river were named Fin-dhorn?


    When we look at the bigger – and longer – picture of this possible sub-Arctic, ‘Hyperborean’7 culture, we may in fact find ourselves connected to a cultural and geographical expanse not yet acknowledged by modern society. But so what? Why should we look northwards?


    I would submit that modern Scotland – indeed modern Europe – lacks substantial cultural identity. By this I don’t mean a lack of music or art or literature. What is lacking, rather, is an understanding of who we are and a connection to where we live.


    This erosion of cultural identity began in the 17th century with the rationalist, reductionist philosophies of the likes of Descartes, Newton and Bacon during the Enlightenment. Emphasising a mechanistic worldview, a split between mind and matter, and a separation between humans and the natural world, these theories primed the Scientific Revolution and helped shape the economic systems and industrial practices that form the foundations upon which the modern world operates.


    The economies of European countries have grown beyond all recognition, and for that reason many would say that we are far better off in the modern world than those living 300 years ago. Yet when it comes to accounting for this growth, we start to see that it is not without its costs. These ‘enlightened’ theories mistook natural capital for natural income and as a result the modern world has based much of its growth on finite resources. Increasingly, as natural resources have become exhausted and wider markets with cheaper goods from abroad have challenged domestic production, employment has become more transient, drawing labour away both from the rural hinterland towards urban centres as well as from city to city. One of the penalties of this transience is that community cohesion tends to wither. Over a period of time, therefore, the economic systems we currently have in place have dislocated people from place. Once caught up in this current, it becomes difficult to retain a point of contact with the natural world and see where modern society is heading.


    Frederick Nietzsche was one of a number of thinkers to point out this movement when he wrote in the preface to The Will to Power:8


    


    For some time now, our whole European culture has been moving as toward a catastrophe, with a tortured tension that is growing from decade to decade: restlessly, violently, headlong, like a river that wants to reach the end, that no longer reflects, which is afraid to reflect.


    


    We now stand at a crossroads of danger and opportunity. We live in a time when the climate is changing as an undeniable result of carbon dioxide emitted from human activity, when international politics is a nerve-shaken junkie in search of oil and paranoid of strangers, when species face extinction across every environmental zone on the planet, when wilderness is cashed in at the bank by men in hard hats, and when communities (fragile as alpine plants) face the sentence of homogenisation.


    If we continue down this path much further, we shall pass a point of no return from which the damage we have done to the planet cannot be undone.


    It’s time for new movement.


    When we are reminded about this catalogue of modern dysfunction in the news and see it in varying dimensions in our own lives, there are often two natural reactions we can adopt: to feel an overwhelming sense of powerlessness and/or to numb ourselves to reality by burying our heads in the sand. Having experienced both options myself, my own view is that they lead to stagnation.


    A large part of the problem comes from feeling lost. As the French painter Paul Gauguin asked in his Tahitian masterpiece painted in 1897: ‘Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?’.9 It is these fundamental questions that form the first steps of an exploration of our place in the world. Without a grounded understanding of where we have come from, the present remains out of context.


    In the past, cultures remained in touch with their roots through a tradition of story-telling. In the race to modernise Northern Scotland (and much of the rest of the world) over the past three centuries or so, slowly and stealthily this exchange of information, countless generations old, has been washed away. Roots create grounding, and with grounding there is stability. Roots form the reference point we need in order to develop cultural expression, anchoring us to the wisdom of the past yet at the same time providing a contemporary freedom in which to move.


    


    Walking along the west shore of the bay, where the oyster catchers rise together and sweep across the breeze, I think about the purpose of this journey. From sea to source and back again, this journey up and down the River Findhorn is about trying to rediscover a reference point – culturally and ecologically – and moving beyond accustomed bounds into a new space. Just what will be seen and learned in this new space is unknown, but a greater understanding of the watershed may allow a more accurate articulation of the world. As the conservationist John Muir once wrote, ‘When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.’10 Linked to mountains, forests, species and peoples, weather patterns, coasts and oceans, a river is essentially linked to everything on the planet. From studying the local, there is both a parallel and a correspondence with the global.


    There is also the physical experience of walking with a full pack up into the mountains, and then paddling the river back down to the sea. I’m looking forward to the challenge of travelling through varying terrains in different weathers. There is a psychological element, too, of travelling solo and becoming comfortable with my own company and timeframe. All of this to be experienced in the local area, literally opening the door and setting off.


    It’s ironic that I’ve travelled to a number of faraway countries, but up until now have never travelled on foot or by canoe the entire length of the river along which I live. Maybe I’ve just had my priorities wrong, or have foolishly believed that to understand the world it has been necessary to travel abroad. I used to hold fast to the idea that the only way to see the world was via a long-haul flight, and it is, certainly, one way to see the world – patching images together to form a pattern of reality. Now I believe that to see the world you can also remain in one place. Like the Sanskrit prayer that says, ‘Look to this day for it is life, the very life of life/ In its brief course lie all the realities and truths of existence.’


    The key is to pay attention and to learn to read the signs. The signs help guide us, drawing our attention to the dangers and opportunities along the way, deepening our consciousness of where we are and increasing our awareness of a place. Recognising a sign requires an understanding of language – the language of place. To an extent it means knowing the human languages of a place, such as the influence of Gaelic upstream in the mountains. But the real language of place is poetry. It is song. As Bruce Chatwin described in The Songlines11 a song was essentially your means of navigating your way across the land. The song was passed down from generation to generation and described the world as the ancestors experienced it. By going ‘walkabout’, an Aboriginal would make a journey in the footsteps of his ancestors. In experiencing the world in this manner, someone on Walkabout would know what state the land should be and therefore how it could be protected.


    I’ve never been taught the songlines of the River Findhorn. Nevertheless I like to think of this journey as going walkabout. Without having learned the song from others, however, the task begins of reading the land anew and ‘singing it into existence’. It means trying to release conditioned thoughts about a place and engaging in a contact with the natural world that is direct and which avoids premeditation.


    Songs of the river must have existed at one time: songs about the best locations for gathering and hunting, songs about how to travel from one place to the next. For thousands of years people would have travelled the length of the river into the hinterlands in spring, returning in dugout canoes and skin-covered coracles to the coast in late autumn.12


    


    Upstream


    When the spring salmon run


    And the geese fly North


    To the Arctic


    


    If a songline needs a rhythm section then let’s start with geese and salmon. Both species have impeccable timing.


    


    The salmon


    In its silver suit


    Tailored


    Beneath icebergs


    


    The syncopated


    Slipstream


    Of geese


    Calling out


    A quick march


    Across the silver light


    


    The Picts, it would seem, were in step with this rhythm. A stone carving discovered at Easterton of Roseisle, (which lies between Findhorn Bay and the site of the Pictish fort at Burghead) displays a goose above a salmon.13 Two species that indicate – like clockwork – the times of the year. It is quite possible that these Pictish symbols originated from the relationship between the shaman of each Pictish tribe and the tribes’ various animal totems. A shaman was required, amongst other tasks, to find the best hunting grounds as well as to pacify the spirits of animals.14 Describing the shaman’s methods, Elizabeth Sutherland comments in her study In Search of the Picts:15


    


    The spirit of the shaman was able in trance-state and after long periods of endurance to enter the dangerous Otherworld of the spirits. For safety he would wear the hide of the creature he hoped to placate. There were many earthly doors to this world, such as caves, burial cairns and springs, through which he could enter . . . These Otherworld visits made it possible for the shaman to become close to a certain spirit whom he trusted to show favour to his tribe. In return the group adopted the creature as its totem and took its name. It was then taboo to hunt that creature except at festivals sacred to its person . . . As a result of his contact with the spirit world the shaman was to become diviner, healer and law-giver to the tribe.


    


    Yet it was not simply a case of the shaman ensuring that the tribe found sufficient food and resources from the land. It was also the shaman’s job to make sure that reciprocal nourishment was given back to the land by humans. Through this connection to the land and awareness of its capacity and limits, an ancient practice of sustainable living was achieved.16


    Given that the Picts, it is believed, hailed from Scythia17 and the fact that writers such as Herodotus documented a shamanic tradition as being central to Scythian culture, it is quite possible that any Pictish shamanic tradition found its roots in Central Asia.18 Add to this a sub-Arctic culture also rooted in shamanism – Lapp, Inuit (Eskimo), Siberian – and the fabric of an original cultural identity grows ever richer and deeper. Sheriff Rampini of Nairn made reference to the ‘demon-like Druids’ of the Picts, in his History of Moray and Nairn.19 Kenneth White suggested a portrait of these Pictish shamans being more akin to the medicine-men of the American Indians or the angekok of the Eskimo and dressed in skins, rather than the picture we often attribute to druids being dressed in white togas and cutting mistletoe with sickles.20


    


    Moray was a hub in the ‘mythical heartland’ of the Picts.21 It remained this way for a number of reasons including the fact that the Picts managed to prevent the Romans from entering the Highlands. Indeed the Emperor Septimius Severus’ plan to punish the Pictish and Caledonian tribes because of their repeated antagonism of the Roman army was a tactic that went badly wrong for his forces. Severus’ campaign against ‘the painted people’ resulted in the loss of 50,000 Roman soldiers and a long walk home to Italy. The Pictish warriors, as it is chronicled, were not only physically tough but were also highly advanced in the arts of war.22


    Another reason for the long-lived legacy of the Picts in the area was the fact that when the Gaels began to move into the region from the West coast and from Ireland, rather than there being a great invasion, there began a ‘long process of cultural assimilation’,23 albeit accelerated by the Viking raids taking place in the West which pushed the Gaels over into Pictland.


    This isn’t to say that the Vikings didn’t land their ‘dragon-ships’ upon this white shore. On the contrary, Scandinavian invasions and settlement dominated the 8th, 9th and 10th Centuries.24 Of the two distinct nations that formed the Vikings – the fair-haired Finngaill of Norway and the dark-haired Dubhgaill of Denmark – it was the Finngaill that came to colonise Moray. Both the events and names of the characters that form the history of these Viking years are colourful, and the following is a mere flavour of what took place.


    Thorstein the Red was the first to conquer Moray, followed by Sigurd, the first Jarl of Orkney and Caithness. After murdering Maelbrigd the Buck-Tooth (the Maormar or clan chief of Moray), Sigurd then scratched his leg against Maelbrigd’s famous tooth only to die a few days later. Maelbrigd’s successors, Finleikr and Finlay, were defeated in battle by another Sigurd (Sigurd the Stout) whose secret weapon was ‘a magic banner bearing the device of an ink-black raven soaring on the wings of the wind’ – a gift from his sorceress mother.


    King Malcolm MacKenneth of Scotland (1005–1034) decided to marry off one of his daughters to Sigurd the Stout, as well as conferring upon him the earldom of Caithness. Malcolm’s other daughter, Beatrice, married Crinan, the abbot of Dunkeld, and named their son Duncan.


    When Duncan later became king he soon locked horns with his arch-rival and cousin, the mightily named Thorfinn (son of Sigurd the Stout), Jarl of Orkney and Shetland and Earl of Caithness and Sutherland. On 14 August 1040, the armies of Duncan and Thorfinn met for battle at Burghead. Thorfinn won the battle, aided by the Maormar of Moray, a certain Macbeth, who is said to have slain Duncan after the battle while he was resting at Pitgaveny.25


    The area is just so rich in human history.


    


    Across the bay, the brightly washed houses of the village of Findhorn sit nestled into the shore. At one time Findhorn formed a bustling trading port with ships entering the bay laden with goods from afar and exiting with resources from the interior. There also used to be a fishing fleet, but no more.


    


    The beach


    Is strewn


    With mussel shells


    Of lapis blue


    And ivory


    


    Combs


    Cockles, spirals


    Scots pine bark


    Fish nets


    And gull feathers


    


    Stones


    Rounded by the rapids


    Upriver


    Then polished


    By the waves


    To a varnish


    


    Red shanks


    Curlew


    And oyster catchers


    Stalk


    The slack water


    


    A sparrowhawk


    Cracks


    The air


    Accelerating


    The coastal tempo


    


    I start thinking more about the river’s name: Findhorn – White River. It seems paradoxical given its dark and peaty waters. But the general feeling amongst those who have written about the River Findhorn is that the white (fionn in Gaelic) refers to the ‘shimmering sands’ of the shore. This theory is plausible when you consider that until the early part of the last century the Culbin Forest (as we now know it) did not exist, but instead formed the largest desert in Northern Europe. The pines that now fortify the dunes were planted to prevent the sandstorms that buried farms and villages, particularly during the late 17th century with the Great Sand Drift occurring in 1694. Pioneers of the afforestation of the Culbin featured Grant of Kincorth who planted marram grass to stabilise the sand in 1839. The major breakthrough, however, came with John Grigor, a tree nurseryman from Forres, who in 1841 planted pines using a thatching technique of planting seedlings amidst branches and tops of trees that were placed across the sand.


    1922 saw the Forestry Commission begin to manage the area, planting Scots and Corsican Pines, as well as varieties of Lodgepole pine, Douglas fir and Norway spruce, again using John Grigor’s thatching technique where necessary.26 Today a mature forest is managed for timber production, as well as providing habitats for fauna and flora and a maze of roads and footpaths for walkers, riders and cyclists. The Culbin represents, therefore, an excellent example of humans working with nature to create an economic resource, environmental services, wildlife habitats and recreational amenity. There can be no greater symbol of hope than a tree taking root in a desert.


    If we accept the reason for the White River being named as such because of the sands around the bay, however, are we not limiting all thought merely to the end of the river? Do we not indeed fall into the trap Nietzsche warned about of rushing straight to the end and being afraid to reflect? There’s at least 70 miles between here and the source of the River Findhorn – that’s 70 or so miles of space and possibility to look for clues. Let’s not forget that although the name Findhorn is generally attributed to the Gaelic words of fionn (white) and eren (a stream that forms the boundary between two districts),27 the Gaels are thought to have moved down river from West to East. So the Gaels may well have named the river for reasons based around their observations upstream. As Thomas Henderson described in28


    


    Down this valley of Strathdearn [the upper Findhorn], ‘Ireland’s Strath’, came the invading Gaels from Ireland and settled in such numbers as to impose their system of names on plain and hill and stream . . . The old name of the valley from the source to Tomatin was ‘The Threshold of the Gaels’, so, difficult as the passages from the Great Glen and Strathspey are, we may perhaps conclude that Strathdearn was one of the roads by which the Irish Celts made their way to the plains of the East to settle among the mysterious Picts.


    


    Even though Henderson himself thought that the river meant ‘The White Ireland’, attributing this name to the sands in the estuary, there is another idea we should at this point consider. The idea I’m suggesting is the ‘white world’ – a philosophical-poetic concept that appears amongst a host of writers and thinkers from Hermann Melville to D.H. Lawrence, from Frederick Nietzsche to Robinson Jeffers, in the poetry of the Chinese Taoists and the Zen masters, and which has been articulated most coherently in recent times by Kenneth White.


    The ‘white world’ is an elemental place – but equally a state of mind – of intense, almost blinding clarity, where awareness and groundedness cut through the fuzz and confusion of modernity, to witness a truth and reality in the naked light of the natural world.


    Maybe, just maybe, the early settlers to the area named the White River as such for this very sense. Perhaps there lies an elemental sense up and down the River Findhorn that conjures an intense energy to this fundamental, deep-rooted level of perception and existence. Maybe the White River was a springboard into this white world, and remains so today. All we need is the map to guide us along this path of experience. That map is the song.


    


    Rounding the bay to Elvin Point the rain returns, this time from a more northerly direction than the thunderstorm nearly an hour ago. I make for the edge of the Culbin Forest and rest for a while beneath a Scots pine. Looking out towards the point at Binsness in the direction of Forres, I watch an osprey fishing for flatfish beyond the river mouth where the salt water starts. Twice it tries to move into strike position, but each time the gulls cause a diversion breaking its concentration and poise. Strike three and the osprey hovers almost like a kestrel some 40 feet above sea level, then tucks, plummets, checks a few feet from the water, plunges then surfaces, before heading back upriver for a family lunch of flounder.


    Ospreys are a wildlife-reintroduction success story. Although rare sightings of the birds in the area during the late 19th and early to mid-20th centuries have been recorded, the osprey has returned from the brink of extinction in Scotland over the past 50 years. Returning to Scotland in the late 1950s, a pair built a nest at Loch Garten in Upper Speyside in 1966, and then raised two young in the following year.29 The navigational skills of ospreys are beyond category, being able to return to the same nest each year all the way from Africa, and arriving within the same small time window in late March and early April. Ospreys are able to navigate locally from visual memory, but when it comes to transcontinental crossings they use another method. As proven in a planetarium in Germany some years ago, certain migratory species of birds have the ability to navigate celestially. Therefore, it is thought that osprey chicks are born with a map of the night sky genetically imprinted in their brains.30 Before the availability of GPS navigation, sailors and explorers similarly tracked their way across the Earth’s wild expanses using the stars as their reference points. There is a magic and beauty in such an astronomical connection – that we, like birds, can find our way through the wilds if we develop the capacity to read what surrounds us in the natural world.


    Again, the recovery of ospreys is testimony to what can be achieved in the natural world when humans determine to protect and restore wildlife, and to lend a helping hand when necessary. Fortunately, the area around Findhorn Bay is afforded the very highest environmental protection – being a Special Protection Area for birds under the European Birds Directive, a Ramsar site in terms of the International Treaty for the Protection of Wetland Birds (Ramsar being located in the marshlands of southern Iran), and a Special Area of Conservation in terms of the European Habitats Directive for the bottlenose dolphins and sandbanks located out in the Moray Firth. With such protected areas combined with the mandate under the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004 that all public bodies must seek to protect and promote biological diversity, we have in place a strong legal framework to enforce wildlife protection. As such it means that any proposed development in the area has to comply with the stipulations of European and national environmental law, and anyone who intentionally or recklessly disturbs, damages or destroys a protected species can face criminal sanctions.


    Having laws in place for wildlife protection and restoration is essential. Equally important is an understanding by the public and both local and national government of the importance of conserving wild species and habitats, as well as a desire to carry out dynamic nature conservation initiatives. All too often when legislation trickles its way down from the European Union in Brussels to national law and policy in Scotland, the government wriggles out of applying these laws effectively. Equally, businesses that have not yet genuinely embraced sustainable development simply fail to acknowledge the importance of safeguarding the environment, and instead see economics as distinct from and superior to the natural world – the environment being given second class status at best. My point is that whilst we need laws to enforce protection of the environment, law in itself is insufficient for bringing about a necessary shift in human consciousness that will lead to the Earth being more greatly cherished and environmental catastrophe averted. Primary contact between humans and the natural world and a corresponding form of ecological education are paramount.


    


    The bay is now beginning to fill once again with an incoming tide. Across the water spin the wind turbines at the eco-village of the Findhorn Foundation. Established in 1965, the Foundation has developed into a centre for holistic thinking and practice. Many of the buildings at the Foundation are constructed using pioneering ecological design, albeit not examples of the vernacular architecture found throughout Moray. The place draws an array of distinguished speakers to its many conferences on environmental issues, alternative medicine, comparative religion and the arts. Before my parents and I moved upriver when I was four years old, I attended the nursery school at the Foundation and so have known a good number of people that have lived there for many years. Back then it was considered somewhat taboo for locals to mix with those at the Foundation, but as sustainability has become more of a mainstream issue and people based at the Foundation have subsequently moved out into the Moray hinterland, the distinction between the radical and the traditional has lessened.


    After a last glance across the water to the air force base at Kinloss, clockwise to Califer Hill, the rich farm land of the Laich of Moray at Netherton, and Nelson’s Tower rising above Forres, I leave the shore and pick up one of the forest tracks through the Culbin towards Kincorth.


    


    

  

OEBPS/Images/Sandstone_book_logo_fmt.png
I\

SANDSTONEPRESS
HIGHLAND | SCOTLAND





OEBPS/Images/25834.png
Coulmany
Ardelach

»

EKllachy Dava Moor

Glen Mazeran

Dalmigavie
e ol
& M;m,.w'“‘
% The River Findhorn
Watershed

% SCALE : MILES

D





