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				Chapter 1

				Setting the Scene

				I am a grafter, a dreamer, ever busy toiler of the soil and builder of ethnic wee nooks or at least that is what has transpired over the thirty odd years of my little adventure in living the good life. I suppose I did have a kind of plan, less a definitive blueprint more a scribble of unstructured happenings, with one idea sparking off another ignited by the flavour of the moment. The ever changing dynamic, impulsive as it certainly was, always seemed to have a momentum which was both exciting, unpredictable, sometimes a little whacky, but always tackled with a bucket load of enthusiasm. Success or failure was never an issue the success succeeded the rest just passed away quietly. Much of the activity and creative enterprise has been characterised by a large investment in energy, but, for the most part, low investment in cash which meant I could jostle with an idea without stressing overly much about the financial consequences. I have enjoyed the freedom to dream, play and carve out my own little niche in the greater scheme of things. 

				Without wishing to sound overly dramatic - was this my des-tiny? There are those who think life is all predetermined, while others reckon it is all down to chance. Personally, I am comfort-
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				able with the Buddhist axiom of the middle way it is neither one thing nor the other but perhaps a synthesis in the moment, hope-fully seasoned with some zanny spontaneity. I have never thought of being involved in anything other than land based activity, was that nature or nurture? I also recognise that I have been showered with chances and opportunities, some of which were acted upon some passed me by. The result, spiced with a cocktail of circum-stance, is the tale of a somewhat wayward Highland journey.

				Now entering my seventieth year, I ponder on the joys of what has been a free-flowing kind of life, open to a raft of possibilities. I have enjoyed a measure of world travel partly through work, partly through the simple pleasure of wandering country to coun-try. I maintain a strong connection with the natural world and the unbridled embrace of the great outdoors, I have never been inclined to sample city life in any form. Money, career, children, have never really held my imagination with any kind of sustained interest. Perhaps the prospect of a long-term commitment was much too daunting for this “live in the moment guy” although as fate would have it, commitment with a plethora of responsibili-ties did eventually arise, more by stealth than design.

				The initial plan after my world wanderings, was to become a kind of alternative crofter growing organic vegetables, with more than a little navel gazing on the side. I had little thought of any potential business, no master plan and certainly no hint of the retreat centre with all the highs, lows and solid graft, which was to emerge over the next three decades in what was a wholly unscripted enterprise. 

				On the agricultural side of things, the notion of growing organic vegetables sat comfortably with my “grubby hands” per-sona, but as it turned out, it was more an image thing than a realistic endeavour. The veggie option was to prove a nonstarter, but I had a degree of success in growing soft fruit in as much as I 
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				managed to furnish a reasonable amount of produce. The activity however was characterised by lots of work with little cash return, which about sums up my dubious economic strategy and general business acumen. My native tree nursery trading under the rather uninspiring name of ”Inverness Trees” proved to be my best shot at economic viability but was, perhaps more importantly, just a pleasing thing to do. It also went the way of all things, coming to an abrupt end after twenty odd years. 

				Anam Cara as a retreat centre has evolved over the years, nur-tured by a mixture of lifestyle choice, spiritual enquiry, economic limitations and the blessings of oodles and oodles of energy, much of which has been channelled into establishing the physical infra-structure. This leads to my apparent addiction . . . the buildings, oh yes the buildings of which there are many, have become a sig-nificant feature of my contribution to the project with a slow but sure progression of self-build oddities adhering to the mantra “small is beautiful” They are for the most part simple structures sometimes built from scratch, sometimes involving the modifi-cation of existing dwellings, but usually reverting to a simplistic design, thereby ensuring a relatively cheap build, which was easy to maintain. Natural building materials predominate with a keen eye on their aesthetic quality and visual impact on the natural environment. I am by nature rather frugal and uncomfortable with ostentatious expression “keep it earthy” being the principal motto, which is reflected in the liberal use of stone, earth and lime renders, wood in a variety of configurations and turf as a roofing top coat. 

				The centre is run as a community business, nobody is in over-all charge, although as my grey “heed” turns white I guess I have evolved as something of a patriarch. Decisions are taken by con-sensus which has its good and not so good consequences but we are still here after twenty plus years so we must be doing something 
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				right. Community members receive a modest monthly allow-ance, with accommodation, Council tax, electricity and heating included in the package. The manner in which we have evolved as a business is less defined by the profit motive and more ori-entated towards an organic unfoldment and, without wanting to sound overly pious, a sense of service. Monetary profit was simply a means of staying afloat, any momentary surplus being quickly swallowed up in the bottomless pit of maintenance and devel-opment. The enterprise enjoyed cash injections at various points along the way, however, I have the strong sense that the money element, which doubtless affected the what and the how, was a secondary factor. The vision of an agreeable lifestyle, vague as it was, remained the prime motivation. 

				Perhaps the most significant feature of happenings at Anam Cara has been the communal nature of all our undertakings, the project would never have evolved to its present state with-out it. The contribution from literally hundreds of people has been the life blood of the enterprise. The duration of the input has varied, from weeks and months to years, but always allied with enthusiasm and good cheer. There is invariably a wonderful energy created when a group of people share a dream and help in its manifestation it has been a joy to have presided over such an open-hearted enterprise. Over the years, a number of folks have expressed a desire to establish their own retreat centre, or adopt a similar lifestyle, my advice is always the same – secure the land, hold the vision, avoid reasons not to and enjoy the ride.

				Courses at the centre, not surprisingly, reflect the interests of the community members. Shamanism has been a dominant fea-ture, which is largely but not exclusively the domain of my wife Twobirds who has developed a range of highly experiential teach-ings and practices. Meditation courses, work weeks and a covey of external teachers on a range of subjects completes the line up. 
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				On a more personal note, Buddhism has had a considerable influence in shaping my sense of self and direction of travel on life’s journey. My search for meaning had me sampling the nectar of many a philosophical flower and like the bee’s never-end-ing quest, I recognise that meaning is in the journey moment by moment. Adopting a practice of self-enquiry, with an air of non-attachment, fostering a healthy respect for the individual and the natural world plus recognition of life’s transience all seem foundational components in leading a sane life. I have occasion-ally posed the question of how I would feel were Anam Cara to fold for whatever reason, I would like to think I would accept the situation without too much angst, embracing a resolve to simply make the best of whatever transpired, at least that is what I tell myself.

				The long-term intention is to establish Anam Cara as some form of Trust to ensure its future as a centre promoting spiri-tual enquiry, mental and physical wellbeing and a reasonably sustainable lifestyle which feels like a positive contribution and worthwhile legacy. That’s the bare bones, let’s get to the meat of it . . . a curious turn of phrase for a vegetarian!
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				Chapter 2 

				Foundations

				It was 1989. I was thirty-six years old and the joys of my itinerate lifestyle were beginning to wear thin. I had a gnawing desire to belong somewhere, to be connected to a culture, a community. It was time to put down some roots.

				My childhood experiences in farming – which were to lead me into a varied career in agriculture both in the UK and overseas – had also left me with a yearning to own and work my own piece of land. Nothing particularly remarkable in that, I guess it is a primal urge for many even in this urban age, but for me at that point in my life, it was an opportune moment. I had the freedom of mind and circumstance to make a vague dream a reality. I was focused on the idea of establishing a lifestyle, which would give me the freedom to just be myself.

				I have always had a strong connection with the countryside. It started in earnest when I was about twelve years old, when I established a strong association with a local farm on the outskirts of Glasgow, a mile or so from my family home. I couldn’t get enough of the various tasks: mucking out the cow byre, feeding, herding and milking the dairy cattle, tractor driving, haymaking, turnip singling, threshing, milling grain, be it grubby, sweaty or 
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				heavy graft no matter . . . me . . . me . . . I’ll do it! My father commented, later in life, that my farming experiences seemed like a transition point, a kind of “coming-of-age” thing. I certainly developed a keener sense of where my interest lay. To my regret, I haven’t maintained the connection with that farmer and his fam-ily to whom I owe a debt of gratitude for helping to define the direction of my life’s journey. That happy childhood experience significantly shaped my path in the years which followed.

				Agriculture, and my love of the outdoors, was to become central to my studies and vague outline of where my life was heading. I spent four happy years studying agriculture at Aberdeen University, which I would have to admit were heavy in self indulgence, light on academic achievement. 

				Armed with my sketchy understanding of agricultural science, a reasonable set of practical farming skills and seeking adventure, I sallied forth to foreign lands, working in several developing countries between 1976 and 1992. I had no particular career or house owning aspirations; I was single, possessed a lust for travel and was free to roam. My first overseas posting took me to an agricultural project in the Annapurna foothills of Nepal. I was employed as a VSO (Voluntary Service Overseas) volunteer working specifically on crop-storage issues – not my first choice in professional content but what a magical posting! My immersion in this beautiful yet desperately poor country established a keen interest in small-scale agriculture that prevails to this day. After a wonderful two years I returned to the UK super fit from my power walking in the Himalayan foothills, only to fall foul of an altercation with a Ford Fiesta, which left me with a seriously broken body. I was up and running again after eight months, complete with battle scarred lower limbs but happily fully fit and spent the next eighteen months working on UK beef and arable farms. 
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				In 1981 my wanderlust reappeared, and I found myself in South-ern Sudan, working yet again as a VSO volunteer largely because I could not find anybody to pay me for doing what I had a passion to do! The job had a wide remit, which had me working alongside subsistence farmers investigating ways of modifying and hope-fully improving indigenous farming techniques. After completion of my two year stint with VSO, the British Government in their wisdom offered me a “paid” contract to continue my work for a further two and a half years. 

				I left Sudan in 1985 and was offered a scholarship to under-take a Masters in Tropical Agricultural Development, at Reading University which although successfully completed, convinced me that, despite my interest in the subject, I was never going to be the studious type. I seem to lack the academic gift, and as a con-sequence motivation, to research and more significantly retain the reams of information required as evidence of ones assumed understanding. 

				But graduate I did, and now looked forward to getting back into the “field” where I knew my heart and abilities lay. I landed myself a two year contract working in the Wadi Rima in what was then North Yemen. Again, my work brought me into the homes and lives of small farmers. It gave me a glimpse of another unique farming system and as I was living as a solitary expat it afforded me an intimate connection with a very traditional Islamic cul-ture. In keeping with all my overseas postings, I was humbled by the openhearted generosity of the many subsistence farmers who crossed my path. I was dealing with people for whom the phrase “self-sufficiency” was a matter of necessity, as opposed to the new-age ideal prevalent in Western culture. The experience did, however, have a lasting impact on me, and self-sufficiency in a broad sense has been an important cornerstone throughout my adult life. 
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				Highland Crofting Vision 

				My wanderings overseas were a joy and a fascination the memories of which linger yet with that warm glow of time well spent. Despite this immersion in foreign climes, Scotland was always simmering in the subconscious; I guess I always knew I would return home some time. 

				I have always had a close affinity to the Scottish Highlands which centred on my love of hill walking and of course my association with farming. I have over the years developed a particular empa-thy with the generations of Highland folk who crafted, or should I say grafted a life out of a set of circumstances that twenty first century folk would surely regard as meagre in the extreme. During my mountain wanderings I might happen upon a deserted town-ship, usually in the form of a cluster of stone walls which was all that was left of what had been home to a family or small commu-nity. With a wider vision I might observe the raised beds used for some form of cropping and perhaps some drainage ditches clearly evident in the lie of the land. Without falling into some romantic notion of crofting life in days gone by in glens now largely devoid of human chatter, I can’t help but admire the fortitude of the folk that survived and perhaps even prospered in what I must assume were very challenging conditions. There is something in the image of this earthy, small scale, minimalist lifestyle that holds my imagination and as to the location, well, I guess I am just a “Highlander” at heart! 

				My land-owning adventure began on my return to the UK in 1989. With no immediate prospect of another overseas posting, this was my opportunity to act on the wish I had identified . . . to belong somewhere and to own my own piece of land . . . but where? Following on from my empathy with the Highlands, there was no debate about where I was heading . . . go North young man! Argyll, Perthshire and Inverness-shire were the main contenders as 
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				these areas were familiar to me; the lands to the far North seemed a little remote. I had no personal contacts, the question of location, acreage, land type and buildings was open to whatever life had in store. I toured the nominal boundaries of my preferred locations, visiting numerous estate agents, continually looking for some kind of inspiration. The initial sorties were not very fruitful, the lack of connection to any kind of established community seemed to fos-ter a doubt as to where and how my vague plans might come into being. Nothing of any real significance was forthcoming. 

				There was however an additional, somewhat obscure factor in the decision making process which was to prove influential. During my years working overseas I had become interested in psy-chology, and this had evolved into a spiritual enquiry. For some time I had been attracted to the activities at the Findhorn Foun-dation, a spiritual community on the Moray coast, near Forres. I guess there was a part of me that wanted to challenge my known, conventional world. The eccentricities of this place relative to mainstream Scottish culture offered an intriguing platform to nurture my ill-defined spiritual and community aspirations.

				The Foundation itself was established in 1962 and characterised by strange spiritual happenings with two of the founders, Eileen Caddy, talking to God and Dorothy Maclean communicating with nature spirits. The notoriety of this fledgling community centred on their ability to grow exceptional vegetables, due it was said to an other-worldly communication with ethereal plant beings. Altogether a decidedly alterative take to the norm! 

				The search for a property coincided with my participation on a Findhorn Experience Week. The aim of this event was to introduce participants to the workings and spirituality of the community, which involved practical community-based activities, sharing of our individual emotional worlds, play and discussion. As I crossed the threshold from “normality” to the somewhat mysterious world 
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				of Findhorn spirituality I felt some discomfort. What was I doing here: an unremarkable, science trained Scot, with a fairly con-ventional up bringing and perspective. I was certainly entering an unkent world. Strange as it was however, it seemed to hold a warmth, a keen sense of community and open-hearted enquiry which I found as alluring as it was strangely awkward. The group sharing of personal issues, which seemed a key component in the modus operandi was a fascination I had never been exposed to such a theatre of openly expressed emotional complexities. I was clearly at the simple, uncomplicated end of the spectrum, or so I thought. 

				It is interesting to note how self-conscious one can be in unusual circumstance. I recall one occasion when my experience week group went on a little outing to a place called Randolph’s Leap a few miles inland from Forres. It is a fairly popular spot and members of the public were wandering about. We were called into a circle and holding hands (already slightly strange) with eyes closed we listened to the sounds of the moment . . . I did as instructed but felt really awkward in the process, yet again I was assailed with the question . . . what was I doing here! I found myself squinting about hoping nobody would recognise me communing with nature, how absurd that I should be chal-lenged by such a simple act. 

				So, in summary it was a revealing week, being made awkwardly aware of my conditioning, perhaps shedding a measure of my Scottish male reserve and perhaps also a release of what the Find-hornians termed the “child within”.

				I left with a fellow participant, Australian Sandra, whom I invited to join me on my next home-seeking sojourn. We had a look at a couple of sensible, easy-to-look-after, self-contained properties which didn’t really inspire much of anything and then paid a visit to 18 Upper Leachkin, an 8-acre croft perched on a hill overlooking the city of Inverness. This was a completely different entity. We met 
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				Christine, who had lived on the croft for the last couple of years and due to personal circumstance had put the croft on the market. The property had the additional attraction of being relatively close to the Findhorn community. I had a sense that a loose connection with that rather unique place would be important.

				I spent some time walking the perimeter of the grass field that surrounded the croft house. The sun was shining; the view over Inverness and the Monadhliath mountains beyond was stunning. I was fair smitten . . . but then the doubts arrived. I was fairly sure I would be returning overseas – what would I be doing with an old, damp, croft house? Who would look after it? Who would manage the land? I ruminated some more. And then, despite my concerns, and with a little “Aussie” prompting, the sensible crumbled under the weight of the fanciful. I purchased my little piece of magic and the stage was set. 

				Location Location

				The croft house perches on a flat ledge of ground on a south east facing hill. I speculated that the site might have supported human habitation for millennia. Craig Phadrig a hill half a kilometre north east of the croft was the site of a Pictish fort and a few standing stones a couple of hundred metres to the west is all that remains of a chambered cairn. Given the location of these ancient monuments I pondered on what extended community might have populated Leachkin Brae in the distant past. Having evoked a Pictish connection, my imagination led me to the undying if rather doubtful speculation that Pictish gold was close at hand. With each of the many foundations I have excavated over the years I cultivated the imaginative notion that this time I would find the hoard, alas the treasure trove remains elusive. 
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				The spring and summer of ’89 were spent dabbling with my new purchase. I remember walking into the field in front of the house to a site marked as a “well” on a turn-of-the-century map I had of the croft. There were a few tell-tale signs of wet ground, which was reason enough for my brother Les and I to dig a large hole in the soft earth. Overnight it filled with water. We dug a bigger hole next day and that filled to overflowing. How simple things can bring such joy: my own spring-fed, muddy pond! The aquatic endeavour has been expanded over the years and the pond now sits centre stage in the Healing Well Garden surrounded by a stand of majestic alder . . . how the vista has changed.
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				I bought a croft

			

		

		
			
				Muddy pond in an open field . . . 

			

		

		
			
				. . . which grew somewhat
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				Needs must and that need was to recharge the coffers after my £86,000 purchase. It seems like a bit of a steal by today’s standards (2023), but the purchase meant I was now in mortgaged debt which needed servicing. Financial responsibilities aside, I still had a measure of wanderlust which together meant new overseas employment. My concerns about buying and then leaving the house and a piece of land unattended evaporated when Christine agreed to look after the house and croft for as long as was necessary and the grazing was let to a local farmer. 

				I landed myself a contract in the southern African state of Leso-tho working for a UN aid agency, with a remit to revamp their agricultural advisory service with particular reference to the rural poor. The next two and a half years were spent trying to justify 
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				The Healing Well Garden after a couple of decades
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				my inflated salary. I found myself promoted into a position for which I was ill equipped with little external steer, I was propelled into a largely management role and somewhat out of my depth. It was a challenging time, ultimately resulting in a clear understand-ing that this was not where my life would be heading. Amidst all of the professional posturing and self-justifying activity, many a quiet moment was spent doodling and dreaming of my purchase thousands of miles to the North which had me pondering on a myriad of possibilities.

				Corporate management was clearly not my path; my hands were built to graft and touch the soil. My elevated managerial position left me with an uncomfortable sense of detachment, in short, I did not believe in what I was doing . . . I was following a clearly defined agenda, well intentioned no doubt, but ultimately lots of money was spent, some in my direction (thank you very much) for what I felt was very little gain, especially for the rural poor. A clarity was beginning to emerge . . . life . . . says I to myself . . . keep it simple, keep it earthy, keep it honest. 

				I returned to Inverness in the autumn of 1992, I was very glad to be where I really wanted to be and equally glad to be unshackled from a set of uncomfortable, professional responsibilities. I felt a very real sense of relief, freedom was in the air. I was not entirely sure of my future at that time, but Lesotho was to be my last over-seas contract and the end of that chapter in my life.
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				Chapter 3

				The DIY Begins in Earnest

				The early days at 18 Upper Leachkin were dominated by a flurry of building activity, which in truth has never really abated. I have no particular building skills and have always found the creation and more significantly the maintenance of a right angle challenging, I might start beautifully perpendicular but somehow always seemed to lose it along the way. I still have a wee chuckle to myself at some of the wonky lines of the buildings I have constructed over the years, but then mistakes can be masked over and made to look bespoke! Therein lies an important but perhaps rather dubious building principle to which I heartily subscribe – namely – if you err on the wonky, more by default than design, and keep a measure of consistency in your wonkiness, which would not be difficult, it looks as if you meant it. Be gone “Grand Designs” and the addiction to detailed and invariably expensive perfection . . . it looks just fine, grand and ethnic . . . nail her up! In fairness to my self-deprecating skill base, nothing has yet fallen down and a quirky charm abounds.

				The croft house I had acquired was a traditional two up two down conversion from the original single storey dwelling which was a common building strategy in its day. The stone walls, half a 
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				metre thick, are as solid now as when they were first constructed three hundred odd years ago. I occasionally ponder on the fact that these walls likely echoed the sound of cannon fire at the bat-tle of Culloden which was fought a few miles to the east. Perhaps soldiers from the retreating Jacobite army followed the old drove road at the back of the croft in an attempt to escape the carnage and return to their clan lands. Human history aside, these solid stone walls have their own story to tell. Originally the wall would have stood about two metres above an earthen floor which would have had to have been dug out to accommodate the joists that now support the wooden floor.

				With a house of this age, many generations would have had their say in what passed for interior decoration, moving from what I would guess was a no frills practical approach to some-thing a little more aesthetically pleasing as the twentieth century progressed. At the start of my own journey into the world of indoor colourings, I was presented with a dominance of very boring magnolia-painted chip paper, but it got more interesting as I peeled off the layers. The chip paper was attached to hard board, which was attached to the original pitched pine cladding; on top of the cladding were layers of flowery wallpaper. Curi-ously under the wallpaper was a layer of newspaper, possibly used as a kind of backing to soften the groves of the cladding or was it a fashion of the day before wall paper? Anyway the strip-ping back of generations of interior décor resulted in a variety of exposed surfaces as a feature of my new home. I took much of the wall back to the original stone, having removed the lath and plaster, and pointed the exposed stone. This was of course a disaster in terms of heat insulation, but more recently I have built a lean-to against the entire length of the south east facing wall of the house resulting in a chilly external wall becoming an internal wall and much the warmer for it. The naked stone also 

			

		

	
		
			
				26

			

		

		
			
				gave a wonderful earthy quality to the building with the intrigu-ing thought that the stone walls had witnessed the happenings of many long forgotten generations who were born, lived and died within the confines of this sturdy, stone clad and decidedly chilly croft house.

				The bare stone wall also presented a lesson in geology, with its rich variation in colour and texture, which I guess is testimony to a long long history of the indigenous “stone people” of this ancient land. It also proved to be a rather unique art form. Many of the stones emerged with a discernible shape, often a face, sometimes an animal. Some of the faces were remarkably real and quite spooky . . . was it intended . . . no surely not . . . The shapes would change depending on light and shadow; some of the shapes only became evident after many months of looking at the same wall night after night. Those many faces are staring yet, hopefully in approval of their intimate exposure!

				I left the pitch pine cladding on one wall, removing those generations of flowery wallpaper, and also left evidence of the newspaper covering which featured a clip from The Peoples Jour-nal dated 19th October 1929. Included in the newspaper articles 
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				was a photograph of Flora MacDonald’s statue, which then as now stands proudly looking south from Inverness castle, with the Ness Bank church in the background. Had the photographer panned round slightly further to the right, the picture would have included a view of the croft, which sits a top of the overlooking hills. But it was not to be. 

				The original house would have been thatched; the conversion to a two-storey house with a slate roof would have likely been undertaken sometime early last century. A single course of fired brick was added to the outer edge of the stone wall raising the room height and forming the foundation for the second storey of the building. 

				The croft house stands as testament to the thorough build-ing skills of the day. There is no reason to think it will not last another 300 years, with the exception of the modern additions of double-glazing, wooden conservatory and central-heating boiler which will doubtless all need replaced in the not-so-distant future. Such is the transience of modern day accoutrements. 

				Making a Living

				It was clear that if I was going to live the good life, I needed some form of income. I opted for the holiday-cottage route, a common strategy in this part of the world and one which seemed to offer the opportunity of an income without too much effort. Failing to secure planning permission for a couple of wooden chalets behind my croft house, I was forced into converting the byre immediately adjacent. This single-storey building included a four-stall cow byre, a pigsty and a third room, which housed the boiler for the pigswill. The original owner of the croft was a man by the name of Fraser, a common clan name in this locality. 
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				It had been in the same family for many generations. Mr Fraser was a maintenance man at the Craig Dunain “lunatic asylum” as it was called in days gone by, not perhaps the most politically correct of titles by modern standards. This enormous Victorian building down the hill from the croft, was the largest mental health facility in the Highlands and housed well over a thousand patients in its day. Mr Fraser was one of many local folk who found employment at the hospital. I speculate that he probably capitalised on the availability of large amounts of waste food from the hospital, which he then boiled into nutritious feed for his pigs. 

				Much of the building comprised rotten timber framing, con-crete block and rusty tin roofing, all of which had to go. But the old byre, with its thick stone walls, which were probably built around the same time as my house, was worth keeping. I had a draughtsman draw up a plan for two semi-detached cottages. 

				Knocking down the old and bit by bit assembling the new heralded my introduction to the joys of house construction. I had Jim the bricky and James the sparky as competent guides along the way. The design was fairly conventional, nothing too extravagant for my first major build. For now, I was happy in my role as the “three G man”: Goffer, Grafter and tentative Gaffer. 

				The double-block wall emerged out of the ground, and the two bedrooms, lounge/kitchen and bathroom dwelling, times two, took on a shape which sat comfortably alongside my own house. Perhaps the most satisfying moment was the roof raising. I had an image of the Amish community get-together-job-done-in-a-jiffy kind of thing. However, when the day came only my brother Russ and loyal Jim the bricky turned up. Despite the paucity of labour, the rafters went up in a day, followed quickly by the sarking, a layer of roofing felt and then slate tiles. And so my first building shell was born.
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				Work on the rest of the house was undertaken with a series of tradesmen. At that time I did not feel confident enough to get overly involved in the more technical aspects of interior construction, but I kept very much involved in the process, learning valuable skills along the way which also helped keep costs down. Subsequent additions included a spacious conservatory running the full length of the two buildings. Lots of windows meant lots of solar gain and two very much warmer households.
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				 The original barn . . . 

			

		

		
			
				. . . now roofless
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				First phase complete . . . 
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				The area immediately in front of the cottage had served as the midden in days gone by. For the benefits of the uninformed urbanite, a midden was where all the animal waste was dumped. My expectation of a deep profile of well decomposed pig shit was, alas unfounded when the digger exposed little shit and lots of boulders. Ever with an eye for an opportunity, I decided to dig down a couple of metres and use the boulders as a retaining wall for what was to be a covered “sitoutery”. The spell check refuses to recognise sitootery . . . a wee piece of the colloquial . . . but a perfectly reasonable name for a place where you sit “oot”. I roofed a wooden support frame with plastic sheeting and there she stands to this day.
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				. . . and finally completely complete

			

		

	
		
			
				31

			

		

		
			
				Having completed the cottages, I entered the world of holiday-cottage tourism, but quickly concluded I was not cut out for this weekly bout of anonymous comings and goings, cleaning and resetting, plus the fact that the house’s proximity to my own home was a little too close for comfort. The following season I decided to opt for long-term renting. However, the idea of some form of tourist income lingered, principally because it seemed a relatively easy way of maintaining a modest income. With economic sustainability in mind, I acquired a couple of aging caravans which I located well distant from the croft house. Caravan letting is a common feature in the Highland “crofting counties” where there exists a degree of planning leniency allowing crofters to site three caravans, without specific permission, for the purpose of augmenting what is usually a meagre crofter income with a spot of low capital investment tourism. Like the cottages before, the project was only to last for one season. My heart wasn’t in it. I have an abiding image of some of my tourist guest being somewhat underwhelmed with what I had on offer, particularly with regard to household duties. Personal standards are a personal matter, but when my casual approach to domestic cleanliness was applied within a catering context, the gulf between it and guest expectations had a tendency to be revealed in stark relief! Perhaps it was as well I decided not to instigate a comments book! It was not clear at the time, but use of the caravans was to evolve in a way that I had never imagined.
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				 Sitootery in the making . . . 

			

		

		
			
				The finished article
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				Other Buildings – New Ideas

				Additional structures on the croft included an old galvanised tin barn immediately behind the house, a small dilapidated henhouse, adjacent to several concrete pigsties, an old garage with one wall leaning at an alarming angle, and a Dutch barn. The henhouse and pigsty had to go, the Dutch barn has become a sizable woodshed and the garage leaning over alarmingly provided shelter for my car for a good few years, but eventually surrendered to the power of the JCB. The tin barn has received a few upgrades over the years with an ever changing cluster of uses and activities, but the initial plan was greenhouse centred. 

				The development of the old barn was my first horticulturally motivated build. I extended the barn by about eight metres by erecting a wooden frame and cladding it in clear PVC sheet-ing. It is perhaps best described as basic but functional. I have always had a fondness for greenhouses, even plastic ones. They are invariably warmer than the chilly outdoors, scented with the plants of the moment and seemed to concentrate the available light in a pleasing, comforting way. I have a memory of my father and grandfather’s love of the greenhouse and I guess the trait endures.
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				A barn awaiting a makeover . . .

			

		

		
			
				. . . in the process of change
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				Over the years, there has been a habit of naming the buildings as they appeared at various stages of the croft’s development. This very plastic edifice was rather grandly named the “Crystal Palace”. This was somewhat tongue in cheek, given its gaunt appearance, but the name has stuck and a Crystal Palace she be. It has been used for a variety of purposes over the years, including a nursery for hazel and oak seedlings, a space for the production of cherry tomatoes (which only lasted one season) and an ideal clothes drying facility, utility store and workshop. The building is now over twenty years old and the PVC is becoming increasingly opaque and decidedly brittle. It has always creaked and groaned when subjected to a strong south-westerly. There have been a few occasions when I have looked out of my bedroom window after a heavy-duty storm expecting a big hole where the plastic greenhouse once stood but, to date, it doggedly clings to terra firma. 
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				And the crystal palace was born
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				No such fear for the retaining wall at the back of the “palace” consisting of massive conglomerate boulders cleared from the area immediately behind and gently placed one on top of the other to form a formidable barrier come retaining wall which is now col-onised by a blanket of ferns . . . an unusual backdrop. 

				Admin Necessity

				Every business needs an office. The kitchen table served this purpose for a time. But I had corporate aspirations: a stand-alone building was required, which arrived on the back of a lorry and was in fact a portaloo recently decommissioned from a building site. In addition to five urinals, five toilets and a line of small sinks, perhaps predictably, it sported a rare assortment of phallic symbols and questionable verse, choice stuff indeed. Not wishing to destroy a cultural relic, it has been preserved behind a wall of pine linnings and left for a future generation of social anthropologists to discover and ponder on its profundity! The extensive array of porcelain was removed and returned to sender.

				The creative conversion was undertaken with Arthur, a long-standing friend and enthusiastic toilet converter. Arthur was a self-employed consultant working for the Crofters Commission and needed a cheap office. We subdivided the unit and main-tained a happy cohabitation for the next five years. Arthur, courtesy of the Commission, acquired an array of second hand office equipment and the corporate HQ was born – at minimal expense. 

				Arthur’s contract with the commission finally came to an end in 2009 and our fledgling retreat centre assumed sole occupancy. The tired old “loo hoose” despite its makeover was beginning to 
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				show signs of significant distress. While investigating a suspicious damp spot at one corner of the building, I discovered the source of the problem but compounded the difficulty by putting my foot through a totally rotten roof. It was only the butyl rubber roof membrane that stopped an aerial entry into the office. 
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				Original porta loo

			

		

		
			
				Conversion underway
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				The office as is
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				Computers, files and all things office-like were now at risk. Having been alerted to the problem, I had concerns about the structural integrity of the entire building and decided to build an external frame that would take the weight of a new roof. The rot-ten roof was now out of sight and conveniently out of mind. I have a tendency to bury, cover over and subsequently forget problems, which may of course have some long-term consequences! The side frame was also clad in timber and there she stands to this day: a proud, recycled portaloo-cum-HQ, and communications hub of the Anam Cara conglomerate. 

			

		

	
		
			
				37

			

		

		
			
				Chapter 4

				The Land

				A dictionary definition of a croft describes it as a “Highland smallholding”. However, the legal definition enshrined in crofting law is a very much more complex entity, now rather cynically described as a “piece of land surrounded by red tape”. Crofting law was first established back in 1890’s in an attempt to stem the steady flow of people from the land by giving individuals heritable security of tenure. This initiative must be viewed in the light of the Highland clearances that saw the breakdown of the traditional clan system, mass emigration to America and beyond and in many cases the forced eviction of families over a number of generations in what was a desperately ugly feature of Scottish history. Crofting law has been added to over the years and is now subject to considerable debate as it tries to maintain its relevance in a much-changed world. 

				My land had been decrofted before I bought it and was there-fore not subject to the legislation. However, I still benefited as the land was classified as a highland smallholding which meant I could access many of the crofting grants on offer. In addition to the delicacies of local planning regulation, I was also subject to the law of feudal superiority which was a hugely outdated relic 
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				of Highland legal history. Included in the title deeds for the croft was a condition that I had to obtain permission from my “feudal superior” for any developments – in my case the two cottages. This “superior person” came in the form of a Lord Burton, who lived in a suitably grand house near Loch Ness. He gave me per-mission to proceed with the development, at a cost of £2000 plus legal expenses.

				In the event it was never paid – all hail the newly established Scottish Government, who repealed the law of feudal superior-ity removing it from the statute books within a few months of its inauguration. This power, which gave a select few the right to profit and hold sway over the activities of the local popula-tion, was finally being cleaved from the law of the land. I find it amusing and perhaps even alarming that such legislation was still part of Scotland’s legal framework up until the early nineties and might still be in existence were it not for the change of the polit-ical landscape. 

				The traditional Highland croft usually comprised a croft house, often with a variety of outbuildings, and an area of ground termed “in-bye land”, which would normally be fairly fertile and in close proximity to the croft house. This land was under the control of individual crofters and commonly grew food for the family as well as providing winter fodder and grazing for sheep and cattle. An additional area, usually relatively infertile hill land, termed the “common grazings”, was used communally when all the animals of the crofting township were herded together during the more clement months of the year and managed as one unit. Crofting in its traditional form is fast disappearing due to economic realities of the day, the ageing population and loss of younger family mem-bers to carry on the traditional activities. This of course impacts the fragile social fabric of the crofting community leaving its sur-vival, at least in its present form, in considerable doubt. 
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				In my own case, I recognised that sheep and cattle were not a realistic possibility. I had no access to common grazing, and the economics of keeping a few sheep on eight acres of land did not add up. If I was going to dabble in any form of agriculture I had to think alternative. 

				Horticultural Endeavours

				Running alongside my building endeavours, I was getting my hands in the soil, and sometimes my head in the clouds as to what I might do with my eight acres of land. Growing organic vegetables sat comfortably with the “hippy” image of my evolving lifestyle, although in truth the image was stronger than the conviction. I launched into a project of terrace building on my southeast sloping acres, as a prelude to fulfilling my aspiration as an organic-vegetable producer. Construction of the terraces was a simple enough process: dig into the hill, and then turn the soil down the slope to form a relatively flat surface and repeat the process for days on end, while trying to follow the contour of the hill. I dug the first half dozen terraces by hand, but then resorted to mechanical assistance. 

				Terraced land is not a common feature in UK agriculture, if it is a feature at all, but it was evident in all the farming systems I encountered overseas. The terraces of Nepal were a wonder of engineering as they clung to ridiculously steep hillsides, created, managed and productive over many generations. Contrast the monsoon paddy fields of Nepal with the arid wadis of Yemen where water conservation is the order of the day. Terracing was also employed in Lesotho and South Sudan where failure to con-tain run-off during torrential tropical downpours could easily result in serious loss of fragile topsoil. 
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				My modest attempts at terracing on my gently sloping hillside, doubtless inspired by my overseas experience, resulted in a dozen terraces each about 25 metres in length and a metre wide. They stand today as testimony to my tendency to put a huge amount of work into a vague notion with very little consideration for how it was all going to work. 

				At this point in the story I was still very much on my own, full of energy and simply enjoying the pleasures of a healthy endeavour with a healthy body. I only had myself to look after; my needs were simple and easily meet. I did however overstep the mark from time to time. It was clear after my first season of growing vegetables, which proved to be too much work over too short growing season, on my too-time-consuming weedy terraces, that I needed help or a change of tack or both. Not only was the fieldwork demanding, but there was also the marketing which one neglects at ones peril. 

				My plans to developing an organic vegetable box scheme were ill conceived and had not been properly thought through. Estab-lishing a customer base, maintaining continuity of supply with a continual eye on variety and veg quality is a huge undertaking. It became clear in that first season that I was not prepared to invest the kind of technical and administrative input that was clearly required. Additionally, the croft siting at six hundred feet above sea level in the north of Scotland was not the best location for intensive horticultural production, the more so as I did not have any form of polytunnel protection at that time. I fear I was doomed from the start. I have since observed a few friends who have successfully established a box scheme all be it at lower alti-tudes, they have my total admiration.

				The solution to my horticultural woes seemed clear: ditch the veg and specialise in soft fruit. The harvest period was tight, there would be little early-season ground preparation, and no seed-
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				ling production. What could go wrong! The terraces were duly planted, with rows of strawberries poking out from plastic mulch in an attempt to control the weeds. I decided a rotation with green manure was a sound practice, and planted red clover, mustard and trefoil as part of the cropping rotation. I was sufficiently inspired by the idea to also plant a couple of acres of organic raspberries but without the terraces. I sowed white clover between the rows of rasps, with the intention of establishing a leguminous cover crop that would both protect the soil from run-off and enrich the soil through its nitrogen-fixing properties, plus the fact that regular cutting would add organic matter and micronutrients to the soil.
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				Strawberries under plastic

			

		

		
			
				The green manure option
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				Rampant with enthusiasm I also established two hen huts each with 100 birds, which had free access to the raspberry field. Everything was organic, having gone through the Soil Association accreditation procedure. 

				It was around this time that I recognised the need for regular and able assistance. The business could never support paid labour, 
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				Laying out and planting the rasps

			

		

		
			
				Rasps beginning to show promise
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				which was my cue to enter into the world of WWOOF (known originally as “Weekend Workers on Organic Farms” which mor-phed into “Willing Workers on Organic Farms”, then upgraded to “World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms” as the scope of the organisation changed). This wonderful initiative was started in response to the problem of labour needs on small organic holdings, where economic viability balanced on the proverbial knife-edge. The basic idea revolves around the principle of food and accommodation in exchange for work. The scheme has been invaluable in my own enterprise in terms of labour but also in terms of the enthusiasm of the volunteers. It has been a pleasure to host so many committed and joyful souls. If any of you are reading this little story . . . a heartfelt thank you and come visit some time.

				Returning to the field activities, the rasps were established over a couple of seasons, and we began to produce a reasonable crop. Choosing a few different varieties ensured a good spread of maturing dates for the berries. Marketing took a number of forms, some more successful than others. The attempts at selling from a mobile stall were frustrated by the lack of a profitable pitch. My niece, Catriona, who joined me for a short while one summer, was unceremoniously hounded off a few locations that seemed to have some potential. Hawking rules are rules. 

				We tried door deliveries to offices in town and supplied an organic box scheme set up by Donny, a fellow organic enthusi-ast. There was, however, a problem with this strategy: Donny only wanted his rasps on a particular day to supply his weekly box scheme. As I did not have meaningful refrigeration facilities, all the ripe fruit was harvested the day before delivery. If the heavens opened unkindly for me there was a problem; you do not harvest wet raspberries. So with my hit or miss marketing strategy there was many a succulent berry left rotting on the bush. I did not 
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				fancy the idea of “pick your own” as my acreage was much too small, but I did benefit from my connection with the Findhorn Foundation who were happy to take sizeable quantities when I was overwhelmed with produce.

				I did discover a little marketing gem in the form of the Black Isle Show, the biggest agricultural show in the Highlands. It has all sorts of attractions, one of which was the food tent which show-cased local produce: chocolate, honey, whisky, truffles and . . . our soft fruit. We attended this event for a number of years. Strawber-ries/raspberries and cream sold for £1.50 a pot, and we made a tidy profit – as long as it didn’t rain prior to the event. The odd prob-lem surfaced from time to time, on one occasion an irate customer found a wee creepy crawly emerging from his cream adorned rasp-berries and duly complained to the health and safety officer who was unimpressed with our quality control and threatened to close us down. Happily, sense prevailed when I explained that the ber-ries had been picked that very morning, fresh from organic bushes, free of pesticides and wasn’t the odd appearance of a wee beastie testament to the organic, pesticide-free nature of the fruit? The official mannie had a bit of a dilemma. I guess he could recog-nise the possibility of the odd beastie finding its way into the food chain, given the circumstances, but he was the Health and Safety officer, the public must be protected ! He decided simply to leave me with a warning to undertake greater scrutiny when putting the berries in the pots. Yes, sir . . . I will . . . for sure. 

				I Digress

				I am reminded of a related creepy crawly story during my time in North Yemen. A culturally significant feature of that country is the chewing of ghat. The ghat plant, with leaves resembling a 
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				privet bush, is grown in suitable locations countrywide. Most towns have a ghat souk, where the freshly cut leaves and tender stalks of the plant are sold. Ghat is consumed every day of the year by the majority of the population, it is a big deal. The green stalks /leaves are chewed and stuffed into the cheek. As the chewing session wears on into the afternoon, more ghat is compressed into what by now is a fairly swollen one sided facial feature. Ghat is the Yemeni drug of choice – its active ingredient is similar to amphetamine, which is absorbed into the bloodstream through the cheek membrane. If you want to discuss anything of importance business or social, you do it at the ghat chew! And so to the point of the story . . . when a caterpillar was spotted on the green leaves soon to be consumed, my Yemeni friends were delighted, as this was testimony that the crop had not been adulterated with some nasty chemical. There was of course no health and safety officer in sight!

				At the Black Isle show, one memorable year, our stall was adjacent to the Muir of Ord Distillery stand. As part of their pro-motion, they were offering free single-malt drams of their amber nectar. I had to refrain, because I was driving. But Dominic, a longstanding friend of Anam Cara, cheerfully availed himself of an unofficial exchange: a dram of malt for a pot of raspberries. The improvement of the vitamin C intake of the Muir of Ord whiskey reps was directly proportional to the blethering monologue of an animated Dominic who, with increasing exuberance promoted, nae extolled, the benefits of organic produce to passing punters whether they wished to hear it or not – dedicated to the task was our Dom!

				Harvesting, and the issues around marketing, was one thing; maintenance of the crop was another. Less-desirable species, mainly couch grass, and a grand crop of docks where the hens had poached the ground, were invading the clover intercrop. What-
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				ever the species, clover, grass or docks, it all needed cutting at regular intervals. To this end I became very adept at strimming, a kind of modern-day scything. The sloping hill did not lend itself to a more mechanised approach so strimming it was . . . miles and miles of strimming. It was a bonny sight when all the rows had been cut, but a seemingly endless task all the same.

				The poultry exercise was technically sound and pleasing to have a flock of happy chooks doing what chooks do. Most of the eggs were distributed through Donny’s box scheme. However, to make the exercise in any way profitable, a small-scale producer really has to produce and retail as a job lot which left my own endeavours economically suspect. At least management of the birds was fairly simple. I had the hen-house door wired up to a timer that would close a trap door in the evening when, hopefully, all the birds were inside. I would open the door and collect the eggs each morning, fill the feed hoppers, check the water nipples and that was that; the birds looked after themselves. I found one of the regulatory requirements rather irksome, namely the marking of every egg with a date stamp and registration number. I could understand the need when dealing with huge numbers of eggs coming from who knows where, but local eggs to a local market . . . with an illegible smear of a date stamp . . . was it really necessary?

				The norm in poultry farming is to cull birds after a couple of seasons, when yields begin to fall and irregular eggs sizes appear. It was around this time that I was becoming increasingly inter-ested in Buddhism and as an aspiring vegetarian, there seemed an inherent contradiction in my embrace of ahimsa (no harm) and the slaughter of unproductive chooks. So, as the hens died of old age, and on one occasion as a result of a major fox attack, so did my poultry-farmer aspirations.
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				Chapter 5

				Building Needs Emerge

				Over the years many structures have emerged, each with their own charm and story. One of the early builds focused on that most necessary of farm structures: the ubiquitous barn – a building with a multitude of functions, not the least of which provides a space to house the accumulation of assorted bits and pieces which . . . just might come in handy one day . . . sound enough principle if only I could remember where I put what ever it was I was looking for.

				I have over the years adopted a second hand / recycling men-tality, partly due to economic necessity, partly because I have an aversion, perhaps a guilt complex about continually dumping stuff in the council skips destined for the landfill site. Conse-quently not only do I tend to keep stuff but also accumulate other people’s castoffs in the process . . . “Say Alastair, I’ve got this old doorframe/bath tub/carpet/lawnmower/gate/tarpaulin, any use to you?” “Aye just put in the barn” – a well intentioned re-use ethic, but there came a time when the stockpiling got a bit silly and with heavy heart I too became a fully paid up member of the “chuck it in the skip” society, although perhaps there was some merit in having squeezed out a small portion of additional utility. 
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				As an agricultural building the barn did not require planning permission, merely a notification to the planning office of my intentions. I did however present a rough drawing of the building to secure a building grant from the Department of Agriculture. I’m a make-it-up-as-I-go kind of guy, so the drawings were basic in the extreme but seemed to satisfy “them’s that hand out the cash”. The barn was a big rectangular space for the storing of all my useful rubbish, and a lean-to plastic greenhouse to bring on tree seedlings – more of this later. In time the space has also been used for the wonderful and socially inclusive pursuit of table ten-nis and the odd larger scale social event or rather one event in particular . . . a wedding but also more of that later. 

				I would probably have opted for a more imaginative building, were I undertaking such a project now. But, lacking experience, and being in receipt of an agricultural grant, I stuck to a conven-tional concrete-block structure with a mono-pitched tin roof. The lean-to had glass windows and a PVC plastic roof.

				Jimmy the digger-driver excavated the site, the spoil being used to establish an area of hard standing that formed the basis for the original tree nursery but now serves as the main Retreat Centre carpark. We viewed what we thought was the finished article when along came Jim, the boss of digger-driver Jim, who thought 
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				Barn under construction

			

		

		
			
				The finished article
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				it would be a good idea to take a few levels. This was of course sound advice, as what we thought was sort of level required a further metre of excavation at one corner. “Dinnae trust your eye, laddie; dinnae trust your eye” Point taken . . . and the building was duly erected, happily on the level.

				The barn construction happened hand in hand with the laying of three hundred metres of track, the line of which was set in a fairly arbitrary fashion as I had no idea where or when future buildings might be sited. With something as defining as a road, I guess you just make things fit in one way or another. 
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				Road construction looking east

			

		

		
			
				Barn in the middle

			

		

		
			
				Looking west
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				I was happy to receive a crofting grant for both projects. As I reflect back over the many endeavours that have been undertaken over the years, I have greatly benefited from a whole raft of cash grants for one thing or another. I often pondered on the reversal of roles, from having been involved in the support of agricultural development overseas to being on the receiving end of assistance that was on offer in my own country. The contrast in my favour as recipient seemed all too clear.

				Alterations and additions to basic structures on the croft have become a feature of building activities over the years as new needs materialise. An early addition to the barn took the form of a toilet block which sported two electric showers and a toilet, which was seen as a major improvement on existing toilet facilities. We had acquired a second hand toilet and wash hand basin in a somewhat dated light blue colour – I guess you could call it retro. The WC and basin subsequently defined the interior décor replete with tropical fish painted on the blue wall . . . thank you Brian. This very functional of add-ons became known as “the Blue Lagoon”, naturally!

				One of my great joys in land ownership is this slow evolution of little additions that just seemed to emerge as a good idea at the time: a building, a piece of landscaping, a new path, a new planting, an installation here, the creation of a wee nook there. As things matured on the croft, new opportunities continually presented themselves. Friends have reproached me for my appar-ent building addiction. I confess I used to wander around the croft and, on more than one occasion, commented that I felt “a building coming on”. There is something primal and fundamen-tally satisfying about acquiring the materials especially second hand and constructing a bespoke, functional and, as noted earlier, slightly wonky structure. On reflection, I remember building dens of varying proportions throughout my childhood. 
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				I had wonderful scope in the rural environment I called home. I guess the opportunity for honing this primal skill is more lim-ited in a modern urban setting, perhaps the children of today would prefer to build virtually, a poor second best I would have thought.

				The Studio

				Day-to-day life at Anam Cara has always had a strong communal flavour. From the outset there was a clear need for some kind of communal meeting space. We selected a site at the end of the croft track and offloaded a portacabin which had been used as a building-site office in a previous life This became known as The Studio, which was – and is still – used as a comfy space for morning breaks, plus our daily communal lunch, enjoyed by many a hungry stomach over the years. A lean-to was added to the ageing frame and the whole structure clad inside and out with “backs” from a local sawmill. By “backs” I mean the left-over timber when a square post is machined out of a round tree stem, leaving the outer skin or backs of varying sizes, depending on the original diameter of the tree. 
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				A sad looking portcabin

			

		

		
			
				With a new lease of life
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				I obtained the backs from a sawmill at Kiltarlity (now a cluster of houses). The owner obligingly selected the most regular lengths and offered them at £10 a trailer load, which was a give away price for an attractive and suitably ethnic building material otherwise destined for the chipper. We sanded and regularised the backs in a rough kind of way, so that each successive plank jointed well with its neighbour. It resulted in an attractive mock log cabin. The external cladding was jointed to allow good shedding of rainwater, and then painted ochre red. All the windows and doors were recycled, or more particularly were surreptitiously rescued from a skip (a kind of ecological theft). The only significant cost was the tin roof, thin plywood ceiling and a sterling board floor. 

				Our principal source of heating was an old central-heating solid-fuel boiler that we stripped down to expose the actual fire chamber: a long, cylindrical vessel with an opening at both bot-tom and top. It was old and very rusty but a scraping with a wire brush and a coating of black stove paint gave the old fire a new lease of life. The large fire chamber allowed us to use long, irreg-ular pieces of scrap wood often full of nails, screws and assorted ironmongery, which made for an interesting jiggle in the ash can. It fair belches out the heat. 
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				First the portacabin, then the lean-to

			

		

		
			
				A few years on
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				In addition to its tearoom function The Studio is also used as an additional breakout space on courses, an eating hall when we have large gatherings and, with its array of soft furnishings, a comfort-able makeshift cinema when we feel inclined. 

				Quirky Abode

				As mentioned earlier, I originally acquired two caravans as a tourist venture. As I was exiting the tourist market, my caravan guests metamorphosed from tourist to volunteer. Anybody who has stayed in a static caravan knows that they are best suited to accommodate an average-size self-catering family. The seriously old caravans comprised of a large living space, a kitchen running along the corridor with one double bedroom and two tiny single bedrooms and an even tinier toilet/shower. As they stood, they were far from ideal for the evolving purpose. The need for modification was clear, with subsequent modifications of the modification being undertaken over the years as new ideas for improvement presented themselves. Any notion of a custom built structure was way beyond my meagre pocket and anyway the modification of old caravans seemed to sit comfortably with the low key, recycling ethos we were trying to practise. 

				Initial developments centred on converting the living room into a bedroom and increasing the size of the small bedrooms by rearranging the internal walls which, although a tight squeeze, allowed us to accommodate regular sized single beds. The kitchen was removed entirely and left as a corridor. All the rooms were fitted with low wattage convector heaters. Some funky painting throughout completed the first phase. The rooms were small, some might say cramped but they offered a degree of privacy so long as you kept your voice down . . . the walls were paper thin. 
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				Having gutted and reassembled the interior, we focused on the externals, which included: wood cladding the caravan’s external walls and roof around a self supporting frame, with additional insulation between the cladding and the wall of the caravan and construction of wooden decking for ease of access. Still with a view to insulation, stability and generally feeling a little wacky, we decided to reduce airflow under the caravans by filling earth into old car tyres and building the tyres up to the window ledge of the caravans, which means that the view from the caravan window was at ground level. I guess you could say they were well bedded in! Where previously the caravans had a tendency to shake in a strong wind, they were now rock solid, held by Mother Earth and going absolutely nowhere. The windows, being so close to Mother Earth, have attracted the occasional unwanted six legged and no legged squatter which is of course just part of the ethnic experience!
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				Inside Willow caravan
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				Caravans are not the bonniest structures, even if they are half submerged in the hillside. It was decided to complete the camouflaging initiative by planting a willow hedge into the earth-filled tyres. Year on year the willow has established itself with the many stems woven in against itself forming a solid mass of entangled vegetation with gaps for the windows. The willow is pruned every autumn with new spring growth woven into a living lattice which engulfs the caravans in green foliage by early summer. The stems now grow over two metres above the top of the wagon annually. When they are cut they provide plenty of material for willow hedges that have, and are being, planted around the centre. 

				The next upgrade a few years down the line came in the form of a new toilet and shower room. The back end of the caravan was removed, and a roomy extension added. Be gone was the 40-year-old plastic toilet with all its arse imprinted memories; gone also was the plastic shower and wash-hand basin all crammed into a shoebox! Welcome shiny porcelain toilet, space to dry the body 
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				Caravans set in the hillside

			

		

	
		
			
				56

			

		

		
			
				and room to breathe. Most of the rooms were decorated with pine linings which made the flimsy internal superstructure a little more robust, a little more soundproof and a good deal more appealing. The wagons still sport the original gas water heaters. Spare parts will likely be an impossibility, so when they malfunction I suspect they will have to go. But in the meantime we adopt the old adage . . . if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it! 

			

		

		
			
				Wood clad and dressed in willow
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				Chapter 6

				A Spiritual Dimension

				The slow burn on my spiritual aspirations was ignited in the early nineties with my interest in Buddhism. I attended a local group called the Friends of the Western Buddhist Order (FWBO) and, out of this connection, established a friendship with a number of like-minded people, two of whom – Sue and Jonathan – now lived in my cottages. The notion of establishing a spiritual community never really gelled with these folks, but I guess it was something of a template for what was eventually going to evolve.

				My interest in Buddhism goes back a long time and has matured from a vague cultural interest while living in Nepal, to a spiritual practice which now underpins my view on life. The connection with the FWBO was foundational in establishing an understanding of Buddhist principles. One particular chap, known by his ordained Buddhist name of Vimalavajera, sallied forth every week from his native Glasgow to spread the “Dharma”. He single-handedly established a flourishing Buddhist group in the Highland capital appreciated by many. He was one committed mendicant. 

				I approached Buddhism with an enquiring mind. I found the debate in the group very engaging, questioning everything, likely to the irritation of everybody else, but I loved the scrutiny 
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				regardless of how wayward the commentary got. I “gobbled up” the literature with excited interest which helped put the less than comfortable meditation practice into a meaningful perspective. The devotional aspects of the practice were also a challenge which belies a pulsating, rational, agnostic ego at its core. I was engaging with my head, but with little heart-felt connection to the overall practice. I recognised my approach fell into the “men are from Mars” camp as it was all a bit heady! But then we all have to start somewhere. 

				A Place to Practise

				My deepening involvement with Buddhism and the FWBO, included a number of day events at the croft. These seemed to cry out for a purpose-built meditation hut. Given my newfound, if as yet rough, building skills, which I have to admit have never really improved over the years (I remain a rather careless hacker of the woody medium) but I was up for the challenge. I selected an area of ground fifty metres east of the croft house. The land was reasonably level falling away into a small depression. I had a meditation hut looking out over a lily pond in my mind’s eye.

				The basic frame was made up of eight upright straining posts on a concrete base. John, my neighbour, helped me to loosely pin the uprights together to form a flimsy wooden ring to get a rough idea of what might evolve, which held for just enough time to vacate the structure before it all came crashing to the ground. John decided he would rather not stick around for a second attempt! However, the posts were eventually secured in my usual slapdash manner. I got wind of a chap who was dismantling an outhouse in Inverness, who subsequently donated a couple of tons of dressed sandstone. This was used in the construction of the round wall, which in turn 
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				aided the structural integrity of the building. The window frames where made out of round fence posts not so delicately grooved with a chain saw to accommodate the glass. A wooden floor and a felted wooden roof completed the structure. 
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				Dodgy beginnings . . .

			

		

		
			
				. . . starting to look like something
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				The finished article
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				I uncovered a large flat based stone on the croft which, with the help of a few able-bodied Buddhists, was transported to the zendo (meditation hut) and became the ethnic altar which still stands today atop three log supports. The rupa (statue of the Buddha) was donated by members of the FWBO, which was one of a batch that were cast and distributed to various shrine rooms around Scotland.
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				Blessed by some wandering Tibetan monks

			

		

		
			
				The shrine room altar
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				The zendo now nestles in a secluded stand of birch and rowan surrounded by a hedge of cypress and fronted by the envisaged lily pond. Thinking I would like to create a diverse aquatic plant environment I added barrow loads of top soil and bedded in a variety of local pond plants. My kindness to the plant kingdom resulted in a pond with more weed than water, good for the newts and tadpoles not so good for the intended coi carp.

				There always seem to be a tendency to enhance the various nooks that have emerged over time, in the case of the shrine room enclave, a wooden platform has been built adjacent to the tadpole kingdom, which offers a quiet sitting spot with stunning views of the city and inner Moray Firth.
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				A quiet nook
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				To Eat or Not to Eat . . . Meat

				Vegetarianism within FWBO circles seemed to be the accepted norm. The first precept in Buddhism pertains to not killing. Interpret that whichever way you like, but the indication seemed pretty clear at the time, so I decided, as part of the commitment to my Buddhist practice, I would become a full-blown no-meat man and have remained so ever since. Interestingly enough over the years, a good number of my Buddhist friends have chosen to eat meat. I guess it boils down to personal choice, I have never felt drawn to argue the case.

				My own decision to embrace vegetarianism arose out of a his-tory of quite the opposite. My interest in agriculture was allied to a keen engagement with guns, rough shooting and fishing. From an early age I graduated from spud gun to air gun to single bar-relled shot gun which I sawed off to the legal minimum just for the hell of it, to double barrelled shot gun and the crowning glory . . . a semi automatic shot gun fulfilling my desire for more fire power. My quarry evolved in tandem moving from toy soldiers to sparrows to pheasant and wood pigeon, hares and foxes. Likewise, my trout-catching activities evolved from “guddling” and worm on a hook to the more sophisticated art of fly-fishing. I beg for-giveness for the wanton destruction of the local wildlife . . . and ponder on the karmic consequences! Anyway it seemed clear, if I was going to adopt a Buddhist ethos, that the killing implements had to go: guns, ammo, rods, hooks, the lot.

				My ponderings on vegetarianism predate my involvement with Buddhism. Indeed, they go back to 1984 when I had a strange, oth-erworldly experience. I was staying at my parents’ house in sunny Surrey, home on leave from South Sudan. It was around 11.00pm. I was lying in bed, musing in those twilight minutes before sleep and I heard a voice in my head saying quite simply, “Become a 
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				vegetarian.” This was no dream; I was fully awake if a little dozy, I was not engaged in any kind of philosophical/ethical debate, I was not agonising over the issue. In fact, it was not an issue at all. But there it was . . . a simple statement . . . loud in my head . . . become a vegetarian! This was a completely unique and very pecu-liar experience, given the fact that the comment was not “mine”. I felt the need to dialogue because . . . why would I want to become a vegetarian? It made no sense. But that was the end of the “communique”. It was followed by a blinding light in my head and a wonderful feeling of secure well-being, and that was that. 

				I did not speak about the experience to anybody. I had no explanation for what had happened. Nor, true to my stubborn nature, did I have any intention of following this strange dictate. My memory of this experience did, however linger and its instruc-tion was given credence a few years down the road and fuelled speculation as to why I had experienced this strange, random hap-pening in the first place.

			

		

	
		
			
				64

			

		

		
			
				Chapter 7

				Diversification

				During the early days of my soft-fruit endeavours, I was introduced to Pat, a forester, who was growing native trees on a small scale in a nearby nursery. We decided to team up. There has been a strong government commitment to the planting of native woodland in Scotland since the 1980s and there was certainly an opportunity to supply local provenance seedlings to an expanding market. 

				Around this time, an interesting initiative called Reforesting Scotland emerged as a diverse collection of people and organisa-tions interested in the many aspects pertaining to forestry and the community. 

				One focus group of this organisation sought to promote the small-scale production of native tree seedlings. The group has long since disbanded but it was valuable in helping a virgin industry establish itself. 

				As a small-scale business, with a low level of production, the returns on our nursery partnership were poor. After a couple of seasons we decided to go our own way. Pat established a gardening business and I continued with the trees, steadily increasing num-bers to around 30,000 seedlings annually.
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				We had opted to grow the trees in cells as opposed to bare root. We had the notion that it required less maintenance with nursery management centred around bursts of activity at specific times which left plenty of opportunity for unrelated happenings around the croft. We collected most of our own seed from both east and west coast provenances. Birch was the main species, but we also grew a variety of other species including rowan, hazel, alder, gean, hawthorn, oak and Scots pine. The seed underwent a variety of species-specific stratifying procedures, most of which were then planted in seed trays at the beginning of April. 
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				Seedlings looking good

			

		

		
			
				All smiles at the packing up stage
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				Working retreats have been invaluable over the years, particularly with regard to the tree nursery. A retreat we called “Time for Trees” involved a two-week period in late spring when we pricked out tens of thousands of tree seedlings into individual containers. This was followed by a week retreat in the autumn when the trees, now about 300mm in height, were packed up ready for sale. The work weeks offered the chance to spend time with trees, and participate in pleasing, environmentally sound work with plenty of communal fun. The tree nursery was an important component in augmenting the centre’s beleaguered cash reserves. The nursery was closed in 2018 partly because our focus was changing but the final nail in the coffin was the discovery of New Zealand flat worm which were imported in contaminated compost from the Central Belt.

				I guess we must have grown around quarter of a million trees over the years, a drop in the proverbial ocean of reforesting Scot-land’s hinterland – but a pleasing thought, nonetheless.

				Despite the loss of Time for Trees, we were keen to continue with some form of working retreat. The idea was to promote what we thought was a healthy work/lifestyle kind of perspective, offer-ing a retreat which reflects the kind of lifestyle we would wish for ourselves as community members. The intention revolved around establishing a balance between work and artful play, with plenty of quiet time for spiritual practise and self-reflection. This rather idyllic sounding notion has evolved into a regular event in the evolving calendar of events. 

				Another Profitable Side-line?

				Returning to the early life of the nursery and ever with an eye on the cash flow, Pat and I decided to try our hand at growing hedging plants or – more particularly – cypress. It was a popular species for 
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				those who sought privacy with a quick-growing evergreen hedge. Clearly, there was going to be a market – we thought. We planted a fair few seeds and pricked the seedlings into many hundreds of litre pots. We fed and watered the seedlings for two years and reared a regular evergreen forest. But could we sell them? No. So what could we do with all these cypress trees? Plant them out of course. 

				I ended up with over half a kilometre of double row hedging dotted around the croft. Bear in mind that I started with an open and exposed piece of hill. The outcome of this not so little enter-prise resulted in a series of cypress lined walkways, lawns, tree and garden features which helped to create a kind of maze-like atmo-sphere, with the added bonus of providing a wonderful nesting and wintering habitat for our resident bird population. 

				The cypress grew handsomely, but I lost sight of what was hap-pening, namely over the years, and being largely forgotten about, it was quietly getting out of control. There followed a battle of containment, which has involved lowering the height and girth where I wanted to keep it and, increasingly, trying to get rid of the monster entirely! In fairness to the species, where I have exercised a strict trimming regime, things are under control; the cypress-hedged nooks are intact; and the bird-nesting flourishes. The trimmings offer a colourful and sweetly scented path covering and the trees I have cut down have been used for the fire. So per-haps it was not such a bad idea after all. But it has been an awful lot of work; the cypress-planting era is decidedly over. 

				Another Diversification – Another Dubious Outcome

				While on the subject of growing things on a wing and a prayer, I would also have to mention the shitake-mushroom folly. The 
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				mushroom venture was to prove another of those lots-of-work, not-a-lot-of-return type exercises. Shitake are grown on either sawdust or cut tree stems and has been cultivated in the Far East for centuries. I was introduced to Shitake mushrooms by a conservation organisation by the name of Highland Birchwoods who were keen to investigate alternative uses of native wood, and wood products. The procedure involved the cutting of one-metre lengths of hard wood. Oak is commonly used, but in our case birch had to suffice. The lengths were then drilled with a 10mm bit to a depth of 30mm and injected with a plug of sawdust, which had been inoculated with the Shitake fungus. The plug was then sealed with wax and the lengths of timber stacked for a season. When spring had sprung, logs were immersed in water about twenty at a time; this is supposed to shock the fungus into producing fruiting bodies i.e. the mushrooms over a two-week period.

				 

				Simple enough as a process with a fair amount of cutting and drilling and a lot of lugging timber in an out of the water tub, but sadly not a lot of mushrooms. The mushrooms we did produce were very tasty and we had a ready market, but the promise of a realistic yield did not materialise. I can’t remember how many hundreds of logs we inoculated (Pat was still with me at that time) but, sad to say, most of them finally ended up in the log burner and so ended that little project.
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				Birch logs inoculated with Shitake spores

			

		

		
			
				Then stacked in expectation
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				Chapter 8

				An Emerging Community

				Since starting my various endeavours, most of the graft was undertaken by my enthusiastic self. I had help from a number of friends and short-term volunteers, but nothing seemed to gel as a community. 

				As the turn of the millennium approached, things happened that were to define the direction of my own life, and that of the croft. Three people in particular appeared on the scene. First and foremost my wife to be, Twobirds. 

				We met in the spring of 1999, when she was a self-employed musician teaching African drumming and dance to hundreds of folk countrywide. I was a wannabe hippy, and drumming sounded like fun. I was perhaps more interested in the musician than the music, but the two played well together and so did we! Our first face-to-face meeting was at the croft where I suggested we arrange a couple of dates for drumming workshops in my house. Things evolved as they sometimes do and we became an “item” a few months down the road. Twobirds admitted some time later that when she first visited the croft she felt like she was coming home . . . you might recall my earlier mention of the newspaper wall hangings discovered during my house renovation. I also noted the 
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				edition was dated 19 October which is, as chance would have it, Twobird’s birthday . . . a curious coincidence indeed.

				Despite our wildly differing backgrounds, temperament and a ten-year age difference, we had a common aspiration to live in some form of spiritual community. The idea of establishing a Retreat Centre took centre stage although just how this might come to pass was far from clear. 

				Twobirds, known when I first met her by her Christian name, Jobina, is something of an outsider. Her introverted modus ope-randi made for an uncomfortable fit with the more chatty sociable side of things on the croft as she preferred a quieter more circum-spect engagement with day to day happenings. This was in some contrast to my come one come all kind of attitude. However con-trasting personalities were largely cast aside as features of Twobirds upbringing unfolded. Born in America, and raised in Germany, she came from an academic family what with dad Henry and brother Chris sporting doctorate accolades. Despite the prompting, she never really took to a life of study and instead found expression in sport. From an early age she decided she wanted to be a gym-nast and, over a series of years, became the German champion on Concentric Wheels, a position she held for five consecutive years, which earned her a place in the Guinness Book of Records. 

				During her student days she became interested in the South African anti-apartheid movement and decided to go take a look. At the end of a three-week holiday she threw away her return ticket and started an unscheduled stay, which was to last ten years. Her motivation was simple and totally single-minded: she was going to help street kids in Johannesburg. This was during the tumultuous times of the transition, which culminated in Nelson Mandela’s release from prison. 

				Starting with next to nothing, she spent what money she had on food for an ever increasing number of children. After a 
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				short time she found an under-used church hall and established a safe haven for about thirty homeless children. She acquired a steady supply of discarded food from local hotels and restaurants, obtained all the domestic basics for eating and sleeping and, with funding from a variety of sources, dedicated her life to the cause until she burnt herself out after five years of relentless activity. As one might imagine this was an unusual if not downright dan-gerous undertaking. Here was a single white woman living within an oppressed predominantly black community constrained by apartheid laws and with the occasional hostile response from the security services. Amazing stuff . . . but that is her story to tell. A further five years saw her literally barefoot in Natal and Cape Province, learning djembe drum, making jewellery and living in a tepee when she wasn’t doing walkabout. This was one impressive, courageous and deeply committed lady. 

				Coincidentally, I was in Southern Africa at the same time working as an overpaid expat in Lesotho. Our lifestyles con-trasted just a tad. What with my 4x4 land cruiser and shiny white sporty saloon in the driveway, my gardener and housekeeper tak-ing care of the domestics, and living in a very attractive thatched rondavel . . . it was unlikely that our paths would cross – and nor did they. Yet.

				Jobina, as she then was, returned to Europe and ended up at the Findhorn Foundation. She lived there for two years before she met her “sugar daddy” a member of the land-owning elite and advocate of the good life . . . my good self.

				We were married on the summer solstice of 2003. What a day! I am a living, breathing example of a male of our species living in defiance of the cultural norm that men don’t cry. I blubbed my way through the entire ceremony – which we had designed ourselves, with friends singing songs, reciting poetry, and chanting. It was all very beautiful. But when it came to personal vows . . . I don’t know 
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				how I got through it! But there it was, job done, not to be repeated in this lifetime! The ceilidh that followed was something of an emo-tional release: lots of eats and making merry; a memorable speech from Arthur, my best man; and a stunning wedding cake from our good friend, Terrese. It all made for a grand occasion if more than a little fraught. We left in our camper, a converted BT service truck, making for the Orkney Isles, but only got as far as a layby north of Inverness, North Kessock to be precise . . . how very romantic, how very uncomfortable, how very relieved it was all over!
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				What a day!
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				Solid Support

				The turn of the century heralded the arrival of two other individuals on the scene and helped lay the foundations for our embryonic Retreat Centre. Andy, later to take the name Vanavasin after his Buddhist ordination, arrived about a week after Twobirds moved in. He had just returned from a two-year stint at a Buddhist retreat centre in Spain. After a short stay in the croft house, he built, and subsequently moved into, a yurt, which was located immediately in front of the croft house.

				The yurt, commonly used by nomadic peoples of central Asia is a round tented structure comprising of a lattice of thin wooden staves for the walls and roofing polls. Traditionally, the yurt frame would be covered in felt. But Vanavasin settled for heavy-duty ex-army tarps. He added a few home comforts in the form of an insulated wooden floor, a wood-burning stove, a shower with hot water piped from the house and a very ethnic kitchen. The walls were insulated with layers of colourful blankets held between the wooden lattice and the outer canvas skin. The uncluttered space 
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				A yurt in the making
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				was adorned with a few domestic essentials and Vanavasin was well sorted with his coothie wee nook in which he survived all manner of climatic challenges over the next two winters. On one notable occasion, having just completed the basic structure, the whole thing nearly took off for Inverness during a particularly nasty storm. Additional rope was quickly deployed and a potential disaster averted.

				Interior decoration was spartan but with subdued candle light, a roaring fire, colourful materials behind the yurt frame and a discrete level of soft furnishings, the yurt had a magic all of its own. Just what it was like to live in is Vanavasin’s story to tell. Over the next couple of years, his skills as a joiner were to prove invaluable as we began to establish the principal buildings for the centre.

				Margaret arrived the following year, having attended one of our early Sweat Lodges. She was at a transitional stage in her life, and readily embraced the embryonic aspirations of our spiritual com-munity. Both Vanavasin’s and Margaret’s input were characterised by a warm, openhearted commitment to the project. They were tireless and full of cheer. 

				Margaret moved into one of the cottages. With Vanavasin in his yurt and Twobirds and myself in the croft house, we were a disparate little group with wildly different backgrounds and a range of spiritual aspirations. Yet we bonded in a commitment to make something of this, as yet ill-defined venture into com-munity living. 

				I have always been very appreciative, even protective around our enduring partnership. It has flourished for many years. Our contrasting personalities have blended in a way that has allowed the project to find a sound footing, able to withstand the inev-itable highs and lows of such a “flying by the seat of our pants” venture.
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				We have been blessed with a wide variety of characters over the years whose fellowship has helped shaped an ever evolving process. We seem to have the good fortune of attracting the right people at the right time. Of course, it doesn’t work out all the time. Occasionally, the chemistry did not work out as hoped and folk moved on. More often than not, however, departing community members left because they had come to a crossroads in their life, and it was simply time to go. Vanavasin was the first of our fledgling community to flit the nest. He left after two years, and it was a wrench to see him go. His contribution on many levels was invaluable, not least of which were his carpentry skills and his gentle countenance was sorely missed. Little did we know that he would reappear in the Anam Cara story fifteen years down the line.

				Long-term community members have come in a variety of shapes and forms. Leo, a Dutchman, occupied a new yurt on the old yurt site and lived there with his collie dog for a year and a half. Donald occupied the second cottage for a good few years. He was 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Three youthful stalwarts, Twobirds, Alastair, Margaret
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				not however directly involved in the day-to-day activities of the centre, working off croft as an abseiler on the North Sea oilrigs. He left to take up a tenancy of a family croft on the West coast. Amy participated in what was then the one-year shamanic-prac-titioner training and stayed a further six years. Her enthusiastic contribution and perpetual cheer were ever evident. Her sojourn to South America, and study time at Glasgow University, were undertaken while still a member of the community. At the risk of sounding patronising, it has been grand to see her evolve and expand her horizons over her extended stay. She too moved on to pastures new but maintains a strong association with the centre.

				Other residents of varying duration all gave something of themselves to the project: Dominic, Cecile, Craig, Emma, Will, Sky, Fiona, Rhydian and Laura, Rosie, Dougie, Becky, and Viv all left their own particular mark, and in most cases continue their connection one way or another. Craig returned after a twelve-year gap, and has become a permanent member of the community. He brought with him a wealth of carpentry skills and an eye for crafted detail. He has also evolved as the go-to person when things break down. A regular handy chap to have as part of the team. 

				Will, Margret’s partner, gave up a professional career and joined our merry band which opened up a decidedly different world for him and the need to learn a set of land based skills which he has embraced with the liberated zeal of a man freed from the desk, filing cabinet and pressured appointments diary.

				Becky attended a shamanic training course and ended up stay-ing for a full year. Viv, a fellow Buddhist, gave her all over a year and a half. When Viv left Ushka arrived; with yet another exam-ple of seamless departures and arrivals. As one person moves on another quickly fills the space. It has been a wonderful succession of well-minded, committed souls. My mention of the many folk who have been involved over the years is a brief acknowledgement 
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				and appreciation for their input and perhaps at some later date they will add their own contribution to the evolving narrative. 

				I would also make mention of Martin, who has been a weekly volunteer at Anam Cara for twenty-odd years. Martin has sig-nificant mental limitations but has maintained his Wednesday appearance with great commitment. He joins in with whatever is happening on the day and, without fail, regales us with the exploits of Arnie Swatseenegar, Crocodile Dundee and James Bond’s elimination of all the bad guys. His commentary never really varies but his ever-present excitement and joyful engage-ment with life has become part of the “Wednesday dynamic”. “Hasta la vista baby – I’ll be back”.

				As the retreat centre began to emerge, we began the agonising process of finding a name. Margaret was inspired by a book titled Anam Cara written by the late Irish poet, John O’Donohue. We all felt that the description of your “Anam Cara” as a “true soul friend” was very much in keeping with the ethos we wished to cre-ate. O’Donohue’s poetic connection with the natural world, and his creative expression of Celtic spirituality, seemed to echo our own aspirations. Given this heart-felt connection, we trust the late Mr O’Donohue would have approved of the adoption of the name for our own Anam Cara.
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				Chapter 9

				Retreat Beginnings 

				Early attempts at establishing a retreat programme were limited to day-long meditation gatherings, usually connected with the FWBO plus a series of native American Sweat Lodges. Early in my association with Twobirds she had mentioned that she was a member of a small group that organised Sweatlodges, so with much interest, I attended my first lodge in the hills behind Ballater, on Deeside. 

				The stage was set for a fascinating first encounter. The mixed group of about twelve of us arrived on a Friday evening in late November. The event was hosted by Willow, a Dutch woman interested in survival training and Paul, an upholstery specialist of Middle East decent and both into native American sweatlodges . . . an interesting cocktail of skills and circumstance! We were housed in a barn loft, which was fairly basic but very much in keeping with the nature of what was to follow. 

				Saturday was spent preparing the lodge, a simple structure of bent saplings about 3 metres in diameter and 1.5 metres in height, covered with a tarpaulin. A large hole was dug in the middle to accommodate the hot stones during the ceremony. The rest of the day was spent gathering wood and large stones ready for the firing. 
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				The Sweat Lodge might be described as a ritualistic sauna. Much is made of our connection with nature, with an openhearted respect for all life. The ceremony started with the building of the fire around a mound of stones, which had been built in the centre of the fire pit opposite the door of the lodge. The fire was lit in the late afternoon to the chanting of prayers of gratitude. The lodge participants then retired for quiet reflection while the stones were heated. By the time the stones were ready, the dark November night had descended. The glow of the fire, the circle of semi-na-ked bodies and the beating of hand drums as we chanted simple melodies, made for a very atmospheric scene. Entry into the lodge was conducted in a respectful manner, honouring the grandfather fire for its light and energy and the grandmother lodge for her nurturing warmth and security. Once all the participants were inside stones were ceremoniously brought into lodge and placed in the centre of the fire pit. Finally, the door was closed, and we sat in a dark, cramped earthy space illuminated with the glow of red-hot stones.

				The ceremony was split into four parts. The door was opened at the end of each round and new stones were brought into lodge. Each round had a theme: first a round of gratitude followed by prayers for others, then prayers for the self, and finally the grand-father round. In each round individuals were invited to say their personal prayers with water being poured onto the hot stones at regular intervals. The lodge got hotter and hotter, and the sweat began to flow. The safe, nurturing atmosphere seemed to encour-age expressions of personal honesty which had a cathartic effect and seemed to soften my personal reserve. I was surprised by my own utterings, wondering on several occasions “where did that come from”. The final round, the “grandfather”, was a lively event whereby quantities of water were poured onto the stones amid a frenzy of personal affirmations and boisterous chanting. It was 
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				as if we were sending all the prayers off into the night. After this final stewing, the door was flung open and a great cloud of steam released into the cold night air. We all exited the lodge with due respect to the grandmother, most of us naked by this time; hot, steaming bodies silhouetted in the glow of the dying fire and so ended my first sweat lodge. All in all a memorable experience and one I was to repeat many times in the future.

				I Digress – Subversive Activity

				At one particular sweat lodge weekend, with bodies sleeping in various corners of the house pending the event, there came an early-morning knock at the backdoor. Vanavasin, on answering, informed me that the police were in attendance and were demanding my presence. Now, I must backtrack to put the situation in context. About a week prior to the sweat, I had been 
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				Sweat lodge awaiting hot stones
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				approached by a friend asking if I would be okay with somebody leaving a trailer at the croft. No problem, says I, and the trailer duly arrived with an unusual spherical pod on board. I did not think any more about it. Until that knock on the door! Two plain-clothes detectives from Aberdeen stood with warrant in hand, accompanied by a gaggle of uniformed officers. They had descended on the croft and were looking for answers. Are you a member of Green Peace? Have you ever been a member of Green Peace? Are you aware of their activities in the area? Most importantly, what are you doing with the pod on the trailer? Perhaps naively, I was genuinely in the dark as to its function, but given the situation, I could understand why the inquisitive detectives were having none of it. They wanted access to my files and computer. They wanted to interview the bewildered residents who were looking forward to sweating in a lodge as opposed to a police interview. 

				After the initial surprise swoop, things began to calm down. The “good cop” began to make conciliatory noises, and the “bad cop” decided I needn’t be detained for further questioning. We even mused over the possibility of the detectives joining us in lodge . . . an offer they declined! When it was decided that I was not a threat to national security or indeed oil company profits, the story began to emerge. Apparently, Green Peace had been involved in direct action to stop oil exploration in the area west of Shetland. They had boarded one of the exploration rigs, which had brought the oil companies’ activities to a halt. When the activists were finally apprehended, they found an OS map with an “X” marking the spot where some activity relating to Green Peace was clearly afoot. The X was, of course, the croft. The police had subsequently sent a helicopter, (a helicopter for goodness sake!) to investigate and pictures were recorded, which finally led to the knock at my door. Green Peace had intended to attach the pod to the side of the rig but had decided it was too dangerous and settled for attaching a 
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				body instead! Anyway, after a while the police left with the pod in tow and that was the last I heard of it. I sometimes ponder if my name is in some file somewhere and how I would be charac-terised? perhaps something along the line of harmless hippy. Not a word was heard from Green Peace.

				So does this little incident make me a fully accredited envi-ronmental activist? I hardly think so, but I would however like to think that there is some merit in the more passive approach which tries to promote an ethical business model, reasonably sustainable lifestyle and responsible land management.
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				Chapter 10 

				Vegetables and Animals 

				As a community we have aimed from the outset to attain a measure of food self-sufficiency. Success in such an exercise requires commitment, good planning and a lot of graft. If you start such a venture ill prepared you will come unstuck. While my rather half hearted attempts were discarded in favour of soft fruit, Twobirds was actively engaged in producing fresh veg solely for the table. She utilised two polytunnels we had previously used for tree-seedling production. The tunnels themselves were kind of funky. I dug out a channel – or, rather, had a JCB digger dig out a channel that I subsequently boarded up on both sides with old galvanised iron sheeting salvaged from various demolished outhouses. Fertile earth was mounded up either side of the channel. So what I effectively had was mother earth at waist height, with a polytunnel built over the top. 

				The second-hand frames were donated by Ian, a veggie grower from the Outer Hebrides who had given up a vegetable-production business in favour of converting an inshore drifter into an inshore touring vessel. I mention Ian’s enterprise because I felt a strong affinity for the guy; he had an idea, a passion, gave up his secure paid job, to follow his dream . . . always a brave move, foolhardy to many.
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				Returning to the polytunnel, the frames survived for a few years, but one winter we had a particularly heavy fall of snow. The tunnels were submerged in a blanket of white, like elongated igloos. One morning Margaret was working in one of the tunnels when the 
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				It seemed a good idea at the time

			

		

		
			
				And worked after a fashion
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				Scope for an extended season
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				weight of snow caused the entire length of the tunnel to collapse. One moment a concave polytunnel; the next a convex oddity. The muffled thud of the collapsed tunnel was followed by Margret emerging from the wreckage – snow splattered and bemused, but unhurt. After the inversion, the bespoke polytunnels fell into disrepair as other priorities took charge of time and the area was somewhat neglected. It was finally cleared some years later, the polytunnel skeleton removed and the top soil shifted to another part of the croft. The land now serves as the community car park.

				Community Garden

				A component of the cypress planting extravaganza mentioned earlier was the establishment of a living hedge walled garden in an area adjacent to the community houses. The intention to establish a community garden had been simmering for a long time, but due to a lack of labour and perhaps serious inclination had never really got off the ground. Things started to change with the arrival of Fiona, who had a passion for ducks and vegetables. Her enthusiasm kick started production. 

				When Fiona left Anam Cara and started her own smallhold-ing adventure in the Southern Uplands, Amy became the prime mover, with help from Gina who designed the permaculture com-ponent of the garden. On Amy’s departure for a study sabbatical, Rosie took over the reins for a time. Emma followed in this lin-eage of commitment to organic veg production with a revamping of the design and management of the garden. The permaculture component was proving too time consuming with little return for our efforts, several of the introduced species proved highly inva-sive and the ever present couch grass, creeping butter cups and their like were a nightmare to keep under control. I had the sense 
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				that the permaculture area was too small to be meaningful in a permaculture kind of a way and it was agreed to clear the site and start again. Emma with dogged persistence redesigned the area with designated beds of herbs which greatly eased the manage-ment burden. Focus was then extended to the enhanced fertility and production of vegetables on the raised beds. Garden duties have slowly been incorporated into the weekly work activities of the centre and became a more regular communal activity. Agathe is the current holder (2022) of the community garden trowel and continues in the commitment to organic principles.
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				Community Garden view
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				It has long been recognised that the decision to develop the garden was not based on any economic return, but a wish to establish a degree of self-sufficiency and to simply enjoy the many pleasures a garden can bring. Production, while modest in terms of our needs, still provides us with a bumper crop of rasps and rhubarb for jam and chutney, a wonderful mix of greens for the salad bowl, plus the limited production of potatoes, brassicas, legumes and cooking herbs. It is the intention to erect a large poly tunnel in the near future, principally to supply a regular salad crop for the centre.

				Another more recent addition to the growing portfolio is Two-birds’ venture into the establishment of a wild-medicine garden. She planted over 150 species of medicinal herbs, most of which are indigenous to Scotland. The garden and its contents have become an integral part of Twobirds training courses.
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				Veggie beds with a view
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				And What of the Fauna

				I have long enjoyed the company of animals. To date the croft has been blessed with three dogs, all springer spaniels: Spike, Bess and my current dog, Tess. Wonderful animals, each with that crazy spaniel energy and a zest for life. Blessed are the dogs that live at Anam Cara; they have the run of the place and are free to do what dogs have a want to do . . . within reason. I have only one major training requirement in a pet dog: it comes when I call. Master that issue and other issues of obedience seem to fall into place – or not. I am not too bothered, either way! Tess is the only dog I have reared from a puppy, which has made a real difference in our 
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				relationship. She is a real treasure and very much the mascot of the centre much adored by our many guests. But unfortunately she is a relentless hunter and has a tendency to terrorise the indigenous wildlife and excavate many a hole in pursuit of a tasty nibble. 

				 Also in the class of top predator was our Harris hawk named Casper. Twobirds had long wished to own a bird of prey and a Harris hawk is one of the easier birds with which to learn the art of falconry. She never used it to hunt, but she had it out, usually on a daily basis, flying high then returning to the glove for a morsel of chicken. One of the interesting consequences of flying a raptor is the subsequent level of interaction with other species in the locality, particularly other raptors, where their exchange of views often resulted in some close encountered aerial displays. We lost him on three occasions. The first two times when reporting 
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				Bosom pals

			

		

		
			
				Casper the awesome
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				him missing we were informed of the whereabouts of Casper by a member of the public via the RSPB. On one occasion he had travelled twenty-odd miles north of Inverness and been AWOL for two weeks but he readily returned to the glove when we got close enough to call him down. Sadly, there was no RSPB call on the third occasion. We assume somebody found him, called him down and kept him. His cage remains empty. 

				Twobirds has never been much of dog person, being more inclined to the feline camp and so with a unilateral decision of careless abandonment acquired a wee pussy from the local cat res-cue while I was away on retreat . . . sneaky. On my arrival home I was introduced to the new member of the household with the kneejerk response “there will be no cats in this house” which was of course a fruitless assertion as it purred its way into a certain crofter’s affections. A similar negative response greeted Twobird’s suggestion of acquiring a snake, “no way says I”, again an empty gesture as I now sit watching the telly with a five foot corn snake probing the darker regions of my clothing . . . the things a crofter has to endure.

				Despite my dogs’ hunting proclivities and the presence, for a time, of a fearful-looking raptor and the nemesis of the mouse community, we have a wealth of animal and bird life on the croft. In the early days when the land surrounding the croft house was open field there was not much to see – the odd roe deer or hare or very occasionally a fox. The bird life was also limited as the field was really quite exposed. However, the last twenty years has seen an enormous difference primarily because of the tree cover and areas of rough grassland. The red squirrel is a daily visitor to our feeders by day, with the pine marten making an occasional sortie by night. The bird and squirrel feeders are very close to our kitchen window. The birds are flighty and easily spooked but the squirrels and martens are totally unconcerned. I 
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				can be inches away from their faces but as long as there is a sheet of glass between us, they seem unconcerned or even oblivious to human presence.

				We hosted a particularly bold family of pine martins who took up residence in one of the caravan roofs. The novelty soon wore off as course participants could not sleep with the almighty racket resounding above their heads. 

				Badger activity is revealed by evidence of worm-seeking activ-ity and, on one occasion, a memorable face-to-face encounter; likewise, the red fox, although proof of its activities tends to take the form of a shock of feather and a diminishing hen count in my neighbour’s coup. The roe deer are regularly spooked by Tess, it surprises me that they stick around with a tenacious Springer on their tail.

				The bird life flourishes in the increasingly dense canopy. I have made a rough count of over fifty species in or around the croft. I am no discerning “twitcher” but there is something very reas-suring even exciting about the steady flow of happenings at our kitchen window bird table, particularly when you come across an uncommon species. Suddenly, there is a goldcrest, a goldfinch or woodpecker at the feeders, or the occasional sparrowhawk arrives to see what all the fuss is about. Such abundance – and the show is for free.

				On the farm-animal side of things, I have already mentioned my poultry venture. I also tried pigs at one point early in my croft-ing career. I had read that pigs were an excellent pioneer species to turn over a wild piece of ground prior to planting. Sufficiently convinced I got myself half a dozen young pigs and let them loose on a half-acre of ground that had been overgrown for some time. I thought pigs were the short-term answer to getting on top of the rampant weed burden, while feeding the ground with manure and ultimately turning in a profit when it came to selling the pork. I 
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				should have minded the old adage: if it sounds too good to be true it probably is. 

				My pig-farming experience was not a happy one. The much-vaunted turning of the soil left me with an ankle-breaking field and no serious control of grassy weeds. Keeping them contained in one area was a hassle, too. On reflection, perhaps I should have concentrated them into a smaller area and rotated them, but that seemed like too much work and I did not bother. The pigs were finally fattened and I had the unenviable task of transporting them to the Dingwall abattoir. Not knowing how to butcher a carcass, I advertised the sale of a side of pork, which included half a head and two trotters, I forget who got the tail! When asked what one should do with a sectioned head, to this day I have no clue . . . my aspiration towards vegetarianism in those early days meant I was unlikely to ever find out.
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				Chapter 11

				Expanding Needs

				Accommodation, or rather the lack of it, has been a recurring issue. No sooner had we built ourselves out of one problem than another arose. Our third caravan, a plywood affair with two bedrooms and a large living/dinning room, kitchen, was the next acquisition. It was bought to alleviate our community member accommodation problem. Like our previous purchases, this aging wagon cost nearly as much to move it as to buy it. It arrived one morning on the back of a lorry and, so massive did this beast of a thing look on arrival, that it was christened “The Beastie”. 
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				The beastie awaiting an overhaul
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				Having crashed its way through the hanging branches of the Leachkin Brae en route to the croft, the main gate into the croft had to be removed to accommodate a long lorry with a big chunk of caravan sticking out the back end, all negotiating a very tight turning circle. But we got there in the end with the help of a local tractor driver, and with a lot of gentle manoeuvring the Beastie came to its final resting place. 

				Once in place, the area around The Beastie was landscaped, which effectively boxed it in. I recognised that if we ever wanted to remove the wagon it would have to be a demolition job. 

			

		

		
			
				Beastie upgrade
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				We employed a local contractor to sculpt the surrounding landscape creating a large, flat space, which was grass-seeded and now serves as a multi-use lawn surrounded by yet more cypress! Many a gathering has assembled on the lawn, many a game played.
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				The Beastie, wood clad, complete with extention and ready for business

			

		

		
			
				A gathering on the lawn
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				One of the merits of acquiring a caravan, even a very old caravan, lies in the fact that it is immediately habitable with subsequent enhancement being an evolving process. Initial modifications took the form of external wood cladding on the sides and a new self-supporting roof. Insulation was added in a similar fashion to the other conversions. The former living room now includes a couple of beds and a wood-burning stove. We left the kitchen intact as an integral part of the main room, which makes for a self contained living space. This being useful for short-term letting during the winter months when the centre is closed. The wall of the smaller of the two bedrooms was removed and the room extended to accommodate a second bed and finally a further extension transformed the impossibly small bathroom into a more comfortable wet room. 

				Like the other modified caravans, this aging house on wheels can accommodate up to five people. All the caravan accommoda-tion is seriously quirky, which helps to mask the fact that, despite all the modifications, they are still basic fifty plus-year-old car-avans . . . or ” earthy, bespoke and welcoming wee nooks”, as we prefer to describe them. 

				The Beastie, now known more congenially as “The Bothy” was initially bought for community-member accommodation. How-ever, as the popularity of the courses at Anam Cara increased so did the need for guest accommodation which meant the staff accom-modation being sacrificed for the greater good of our bank balance. This of course, resulted in a shortage particularly as the need for additional support was becoming apparent with the increased number of retreatants. A fourth caravan was deemed the solution to the problem. “The Wagon”, similar in design, was acquired from the same source, a caravan park near Aviemore, in Strathspey. 

				The Wagon itself was cheap. In fact, a difficulty between the caravan-park owner and the caravan owner ended up in us getting 
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				the wagon for nothing. Problem was, it was perched in a rather inaccessible location, which required some gentle manoeuvring to avoid any damage. Ten-metre caravans are awkward beasts and reluctant to move in any way other than a straight line. But with quiet persistence the job was done. 

				At this point the lorry driver transporting The Wagon was happy enough but things turned sour on arrival at the croft. The driver had to manoeuvre his lorry round tight turns following a dirt track to its end and driving into a cul de sac. By now he was somewhat perturbed and working up an increasingly agitated rhetoric “How the hell do I off load and get out?” says he. The plan seemed reasonable to me: just pull the wagon off the back of the lorry, move the lorry forward to allow a tractor in to the pull the wagon forward of the lorry thus allowing the lorry to back up and turn further up the drive. I guess the lorry driver had got himself into difficult offloads before and was perhaps a little par-anoid at the prospect of getting stuck. “I would never have agreed to this had I known the situation” with a few expletives thrown 
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				Wagon sketch courtesy of Rebecca
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				in. Despite all the anxious rhetoric, the offload was achieved as planned. But I suspect that will be the last wagon this particular driver delivers to 18 Upper Leachkin. 

				In keeping with all the other caravans, modifications ensued. A self-supporting roof was again favoured along with the wall insu-lation and wood cladding on all sides. As The Wagon was intended for short-term volunteers we opted for one large bedroom and an open plan living room kitchen. We enlarged and refitted the shower room and built a compost toilet as an extension to the bedroom . . . en suite don’t you know! The outside was blessed with a splendid veranda with equally splendid views over a field of gorse and, in the distance, the city of Inverness. Various folks have lived there over the years, each adding their own little bit of charm.

				A Question of Waste

				The “wagon” compost toilet was the first to be built at Anam Cara and has proved reasonably successful. Just to give a flavour of what is involved, solids and liquids are separated “at source”, with fluids flowing into a soak away and solids descending into a downsized wheelie bin. Wood shavings are generously applied to all deposits, with the dividend of fully composed shit after a couple of years. I could pursue the banking parallel . . . long-term benefits, rich returns, good solid investment . . . I trust you get the picture! Anyway this nutrient rich medium, totally free of any unpleasant aroma, is then used as fertiliser in the fruit garden. Dominic, who inhabited the wagon for a season with his French partner, Cecile, and her two children, described the compost toilet rather sweetly as the “kaka poubelle” . . . or jobby bin. 
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				Compost toilets and certainly the defecating habits of our spe-cies are not commonly discussed. From my memory, the use of this most basic of toilets was only ever a feature at scout camp or the like and its construction and management considered the lowliest of tasks. Although our compost toilets are considerably more appealing than a scout camp hole in the ground, it became apparent that certain folks who come to the croft were not pre-pared to bare their bum to anything except sanitised porcelain. Enter . . . the shitting, comfort-zone challenge . . . I am talking about the “dark void”. Performing on a compost toilet will usually require bareing one’s bum to a big black hole perhaps, given my dodgy carpentry, with a disconcerting up draught which might be somewhat off putting. Regardless of fears from the void real or imagined, we are in the process of establishing several additional compost loos. In this sophisticated age ever more divorced from things natural I am happy to convert composted jobby to jucy raspberry . . . it is the future.

				I Digress – Memories of a Long Drop

				I had a measure of concern relating to compost toilets while working in South Sudan. I was living in a mud-walled, thatched-roofed cluster of buildings and the compost toilet – which in this case was a long-drop version, the mechanics of which should be self explanatory – was situated at the edge of an overgrown garden. One had to take care, especially at night, as there was a host of fanged nasties in the locality. Mambas, cobras, boomslangs, puff adders – we had them all. On one particular occasion, nature called late in the evening and I paid a visit to said toilet which had a low-framed entrance that required one to bend down to enter. With torch in hand I sallied forth, a quick scrutiny of the inside 
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				registering “vacant of nasties”. I went in and sat down, having first had a quick look down the long-drop hole . . . just in case! While performing, I shone the torch around the room and, to my quiet alarm, discovered a python wrapped around the frame of the door I had just entered. Had it been a mamba I would have had real cause for concern; a bite from one of those guys is a very serious matter. But no, it was a python, the markings were very distinctive. It was a couple of metres in length and of no real danger. I did, however, finish my business in some haste and exited the building a deal faster than I came in. There are no mambas, pythons, or cobras in Scotland . . . but what about the bogeyman?
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				Chapter 12

				A Very Personal Journey

				The underlying intention of Anam Cara was to evolve into some form of spiritual community. Given the disparate leanings of community members, we tended to “do our own thing”. However, our spiritual practices have matured over the years and there is a clear recognition that a set of parallel paths have emerged which has nurtured an atmosphere of mutual support and shared enquiry. 

				From my own historical perspective, religion was of little sig-nificance during my childhood. My mother was a casual member of the Church of Scotland and my father a devout atheist and there was no great parental pressure brought to bear. I did attend Sunday school in my formative years, even sampled evening ser-vice, but Sunday farming proved a deal more interesting and my religious education came to an abrupt end when I dawned my farming “wellies”. 

				A time of introspection and questioning in my late twenties led me to an interest in philosophy and psychology which was to evolve into a spiritual enquiry . . . My early forays into the field had me jumping from one idea into another, which resulted in frequent visits to a host of book shops and the purchasing of a ridiculous number of books; such was my thirst for knowledge.
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				There was a point in this time of serious introspection which took me to a dark place. I was working in the southern Sudan at an isolated agricultural project close to the Ugandan border. As mentioned earlier, I had recently finished a two-year stint as a volunteer and had returned with a British Government contract to continue my work. My life as a volunteer, indeed my life in general, was characterised by a fairly hedonistic expression, a reg-ular party animal was I. On returning to the Sudan and assuming my new-found status as budding expert, I happened upon a book written by a German Christian mystic titled In the Light of Truth. It punctured a hole in my comfort zone. The commentary was uncompromising in its approach to the spiritual life. For some reason I took it on board. 

				Suddenly, I seriously questioned everything. I became very introspective, lost interest in much of the social banter I had previously enjoyed and immersed myself in this single book. My ponderings, however, did not bring me any particular joy. In fact, quite the opposite: the world became heavy on my shoul-ders, I lost my sense of humour and became rather insular. My friends were aware of the changes, but it was never really dis-cussed. It was to take some time before I would return to a more jovial persona, but perhaps a kind of spiritual foundation was laid for what was to unfold in the years ahead. Interestingly some years later I reread the book that had such a profound effect, but could no longer relate to it. I guess it acted as a trigger for self reflection at a particular juncture of my life and then lost its significance.

				My tendency to juggle one philosophy or set of practices after another became rather stale; nothing was gelling, my ponderings had no solidity or direction. Things started to change with my interest in Buddhism. In the early days of my enquiry, the most significant aspect of this strangely familiar religion that touched 
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				me was not the ritual or any devotional aspects, nor consider-ation of rebirth or any cosmological commentary, but the very robust philosophy and observations on the human condition. I say strangely familiar because I seemed to accept the many aspects and commentaries with ease; it all made such good sense. I seemed to say “yes, yes, yes” as the Buddhist teachings unfolded. I was much taken with the recognition of the conditioned nature of my existence. It all seems very obvious now, but I guess I had never attached any importance to this most basic fact of my self identity and how it defined my life. It became clear the extent to which I was a product of my cultural upbringing, my maleness, my Scottishness, my middle classness, education, and work ethic all moulded in a way that ensured acceptance and the projection of a comfortable self image. It begged the question: Was this it? Was this the totality for being? There was a creeping dissatisfaction, a kind of empiness in it all. Perhaps this is a common starting point for many folks who question the direction of their life and nature of reality . . . that mid life crisis! which may in turn spawn a meaningful spiritual investigation at some point in their three score years and ten.

				Engaging with a spiritual path is of course a very personal affair, but the support of likeminded people is a key compo-nent in its development. As already mentioned, my early sense of sangha (spiritual community) revolved around the FWBO. I happily engaged with a group of about twenty five members from around the Inverness area who met reasonably regularly. It was a lively and enjoyable time, however deepening one’s commitment in the order required signing up to a process, which would finally lead to ordination. Although I had good friends in the order, I was disinclined to go down the ordination road and drifted into a kind of “go it alone practice” with a couple of friends that were of the same persuasion. 

			

		

	
		
			
				104

			

		

		
			
				DharmaMind

				It was around the turn of the millennium that I met David Smith. David had joined the FWBO, or Triratna as it is now called, having spent many years of formal training in Zen Buddhism followed by a two-year spell as an ordained forest monk in Sri Lanka. He was now on tour promoting his first book, A Record of Awakening, which, as the name would imply, was an account of a highly significant spiritual transformation he had experienced while in Sri Lanka. I strongly related to his teaching, which had the flavour of Zen although not attached to any specific lineage. 

				There was minimal recourse to ritual and conceptual under-standings but had a strong emphasis on simply being fully present with one’s experience. I surmised that here was a teacher with direct experience of his true nature. I need look no further. David eventually broke away from Triratna and formed his own medi-tation group, named DharmaMind. I was happy to join the group and accept David, who now assumed his ordained name of Aloka, as my teacher.

				I had an association with him for fifteen years, until his death in 2015. During that time he engendered a strong sense of com-mitment and presented me with a solid base for practice. In many ways he legitimised a practice that I had intuitively embraced for a number of years, which involved the nurturing of an openhearted appreciation for life, living very much in the moment while pon-dering on the unfathomable mystery of it all. The meditation practised by the group was non conceptual with little recourse to a more traditional Buddhist structure for learning. It was akin to the Soto Zen practice of shikantaza, translated as “just sitting” but which Aloka preferred to call “silent illumination”. He was not interested in any debate about Buddhist philosophy which was something of a disappointment given my previous engagement 
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				with the Dharma. As far as he was concerned it was all about prac-tice both on and off the cushion, downgrading any commentary and background reading to a peripheral pastime.

				The group was based in southern England. What with all my commitments at Anam Cara I could only manage a couple of visits per year. The visits were, however, fairly intense affairs, character-ised by many hours of sitting meditation over a seven-day period. The practice of sitting in a cross legged posture for extended peri-ods of time was demanding on my ageing frame and yet I looked forward to this regular twice-yearly emersion. Although I had and continue to have a solid daily meditation practice, these long ses-sions were valuable in allowing me to truly open up to presence, to the simple spaciousness of the moment without, or at least a reduced, addiction to the thought-laden speculations and com-mentary of my chattering mind.

				Embrace it or resist it, life is change, impermanence is king. In recognition of this simple truth, I have tried to cultivate what I believe to be a healthy sense of non-attachment, accepting life’s outcomes for good or ill. I would like to think I have evolved from a set of highly judgemental viewpoints to a more accommodating perspective, especially with regard to people. We get a wide range of personalities attending courses at Anam Cara and I have learnt to accept folk just as they are. Everybody arrives with their own story, circumstance and persona, I am happy to acknowledge and respect the dynamic and uniqueness of the individual journey . . . you are where you are. However I am ever reminded by sages old and new that the self-created world view is a mental construct, devoid of any independent self-sustaining identity and often described as an illusion in the sense that the reality perceived is not what it seems. I guess I just dance with the worldly/other worldly paradox that my observations and spiritual enquiry seems to invoke, which I have always found as exciting as it was incomprehensible, but somehow 
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				that is just fine. I embrace the mystery, humbled by my lack of understanding but happy to live life to the full, just as it is. 

				As my bones tire, I have a keen desire to find more space, space to play, ponder and pursue a lifestyle and mind-set that simply lets go. My interest in Buddhism over the years has shifted from one of study and debate to a more reflective quality that, if it seeks anything, seeks simplicity. I still read and re-read a few favourite Dharma books. But do I really need more opinions, more options? I think not, and yet the few commentaries I do read, plus fairly regular viewing of a few spiritual teachers on YouTube help to guide me, reassure me, inspire me, promoting the simple principle of being present and nurturing a life of quiet sanity. One of the great merits as I see it, of being able to work with my hands in a practical, outdoor setting and sharing the joy of work with like-minded people, pertains to the simple fact that it keeps me well grounded, rounded and connected to the unscripted moment of the natural world. This reminds me of the interconnectedness of all beings, the complete perfection of the moment, a perspective so often lost in the tangled weave of my thinking mind.

				I am mindful of one occasion many years ago when I was walking in the Lairig Gru, a high pass through the Cairngorm mountains. I had set off around lunchtime with a view to getting to Sinclair bothy by nightfall. I arrived just as the sun was setting. The concrete bothy (now long gone) was small and basic, happily it was empty on this occasion. I prepared supper. I was warm and sheltered from the snow and temperature that were both falling outside. I could see the lights of Aviemore way in the distance and in all this simple, wild naturalness I felt ecstatic. I was at peace, happy to be alive, wishing to be nowhere other than where I was. Without trying to reorches-trate the moment or reinvent the feeling, it is just the simplicity of that special time in the mountains that I wish to fully embrace, increasingly convinced of an illusive truth hidden in plain sight. 
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				Chapter 13

				The Anam Cara Flagship

				A feature common to most if not all of the happenings on the croft was and still is, the communal nature of the activities. People, too many to name individually, have contributed to the many activities and developments at the centre. Perhaps the most significant communal undertaking was the building of what has become the main venue for retreats, known affectionately as the “Tufty Top” by virtue if its hairy grass roof.

				At this time the Highlands attracted EU Objective 1 status and included in this designation was a pot of money available for agri-cultural diversification. Construction of the “Arts Venue”, as it was described, was considered an appropriate development and a sizable grant was awarded. As the coffers were fairly empty at the time, the cash input was gratefully received, in fact essential for the undertaking. 

				The application procedure for the cash involved a rather lengthy submission, being a simple crofter I decided to employ the services of a consultant who managed to spruce up my financial credibility in a most professional, and I have to say unrecognis-able, manner. Oh the power of the flowery word and imaginative cash projections! 
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				We chose a site at the top northern edge of the croft and scraped out the rough outline of the site. Neil, a local architect and friend for the last few years, designed the building. He had a particular interest in grass-roofed buildings using locally sourced materials and sported a liberated view on building design. At that time the planning authorities were still focused on a traditional building perspective; octagon grass-roofed structures did not sit comfort-ably with the vernacular. However, Neil got the plans approved and the stage was set for the raising of our flagship building.

				It was as the foundations were being laid and in a moment of rash romantic abandonment, that I asked Twobirds if she would be my wife. “You’re joking” was her reply. Undeterred, I repeated the question with the proviso that I would not ask a third time. We embraced and that was that! The inaugural event of the build-ing in waiting would be our wedding, so better get cracking!

				Fired by my newfound clarity and commitment to the future, the foundations were duly laid which involved the pouring of cement onto 100mm of polystyrene over the entire footprint of the building. It seemed strange to think that something as flimsy as polystyrene should be foundational in a building. But this layer of insulation meant that the solid mass of concrete above was iso-lated from cold Mother Earth below. When heated from passive solar gain from the large south facing windows, it acted as a large storage heater for the building as a whole. 

				The basic frame of the building was made of locally sourced Douglas fir. Chunky uprights adjoined equally chunky ring beams to form an octagon. These were in turn joined to chunky roof beams which were attached to a steel frame at the centre. I can remember being somewhat alarmed at the time. I was using a tele-porter with its arm fully extended to hold the steel frame in a central position as each of the roofing beams were attached. It all seemed very precarious and very high. But as the frame was 
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				slowly assembled it began to look the part. When all the roofing beams were attached, I released the tension on the teleporter. An imperceptible creak from the wooden structure was followed by the sudden in-breath from all present. Everything held firm . . . smiles all round. 

				The roof frame now completed, OSB sheeting sealed the deal, quickly covered with under-slate felt and, finally, a layer of thick plastic-studded membrane. We were ready for the grass topping.

				Health and Safety

				I have the dubious reputation of being a bit of a chancer. I take risks, clearly evident in my wish to build and manage a retreat centre! But, more than that, I tend to cut corners in my haste to get the job done, not very mindful I know but we all have our own little ways! 

				My approach at the start of the build was of a casual order, so much so that Dave, a long-standing friend, aviator and individual who speaks his mind, demanded we stop the job and take stock of safety or he was withdrawing his input. It was a point well taken. 
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				Foundation dug and concrete laid

			

		

		
			
				Precarious suspension
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				Here was a gang of fairly inexperienced volunteers getting “wel-lied” into a major construction and I was the “responsible” man in charge . . . the health and safety officer . . . sort of . . . which would certainly raise a wry smile from my many collaborators! Anyway, duly prompted, I recognised the need for some careful reflection and followed through with a number of features includ-ing the purchase of safety helmets, the upgrading of the tool kit with 110V power tools and investing in scaffolding for use in the dodgy areas. But more significantly, we collectively brought an air of professionalism and responsibility to the project . . . I think it is called “risk assessment”.

				However, accidents do happen. On one occasion a German volunteer was beavering away on the roof, nailing up some board-ing when suddenly he disappeared. There was a brief moment of where has he gone? And then “Oh shit! He’s fallen off the roof, complete with safety helmet.” Happily, he landed on his feet and not his helmet so all was well. But the incident was a sobering reminder that the building site was a dangerous place and a recog-nition that I should not impose my chancer mentality on anybody but myself.

				The roof was made ready for its final green layer, with grass sods cut from various parts of the croft principally where we wanted a car park, path or the like. It was very satisfying to achieve two jobs for the price of one! 

				Our grass roof has never been touched to this day. Doubtless, the species mix has changed, being subject to fairly severe natural selection criteria. Sometimes the soil is bone dry, sometimes it is sodden and sometimes it is under half a metre of snow, so what remains is fairly robust and decidedly acclimatised. We have the odd rogue Scots pine, gorse and whin bush appearing from I know not where, cute for a time but not really a good long-term addition to the sward. 

			

		

	
		
			
				111

			

		

		
			
				Half of the octagon was destined to be double-glazed, looking out over Inverness and the Monadlaith hills beyond. The other walls were plastered with the roofing timbers extended towards the hillside. An additional space, built at a lower level to the main octagon, housed a kitchen, library and the entrance hall. Vanavasin built a magnificent wooded door and Kim, a friend and artist, 
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				Leo, Vanavasin, Craig and myself turfing

			

		

		
			
				The first winter – plastic windows
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				inserted fused glass panels into its majestic frame. Dave turned a rather splendid oak door handle. It’s a very collaborative entrance – that stands to this day.

				Anybody who has embraced the delights of a DIY build will know that the wind and water-tight stage is a significant moment. But any notion of the project nearing completion quickly evapo-rates when the seemingly endless internal detailing begins. Having laid out all the electrics and plumbing, the plaster boarding was next on the list. Attaching irregular-shaped plasterboard to a slop-ing circular roof required patience. All the walls and ceilings were then drilled with a multitude of small holes and 300mm of warm-cell (a wastepaper insulation) blown into the cavity. We could not face the task of taping what seemed a huge area of plasterboard plus filling the numerous holes, so called in the professionals. A good decision – without the skilled knowhow this would have been one long and tedious task. 

				A solid oak floor was laid, sadly not as securely as one might have hoped. Consequently, it creaks to this day, a feature that is particularly apparent when engaged in walking meditation which usually has a dozen or so meditators walking slowly around the room . . . a cacophony of squeaks to be mindfully aware of! Had I paid to have the floor laid, perhaps I would have been more perturbed. But this becomes another example of an unintended happening being accepted as an unintended characteristic and therefore simply an aspect of the room, which is a convenient and eminently practical principle which helps evaporate the vexations of any perceived error. Creaking floor, just another unique quirky feature.

				The principal source of heating was a large wood burning stove set in an alcove within the main space. Given the levels of insu-lation, once the building is up to a comfortable temperature it maintains the warmth without much additional input. 
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				Carbon Neutral

				Wood-burning stoves in a variety of forms and sizes have become a major source of heating in the buildings around the croft, at the last count we had an impressive twelve stoves in operation. Most were bought second hand, are fairly old and doubtless inefficient, but they have served us well over the years. Despite the work and maintenance involved in their use, they add an undeniable charm to the place and extend a slightly pious environmental accreditation in that they are considered carbon neutral. Many of our guests do not have the opportunity to install a stove in their homes and warm to the feature in more ways than one.

				Feeding all these stoves means using lots of timber. The increase in demand over the years has seen the means of procurement 
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				Retreat-ready
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				evolve from a trailer carrying half a ton, to an articulated lorry with an impressive 24 tons. Getting the wood is of course only the first exercise, all be it the most expensive. Sawing and splitting 24 tons is a fair undertaking and, in our case, is usually completed over an extended period. We try and maintain a large stockpile to ensure it is adequately dried before use. There is something very pleasing, even artistic, about amassing a large pile of cut logs . . . so much more attractive than an oil tank! I would also admit to a degree of smug pride when fellow log burning enthusiasts express a measure of log pile envy.

				The finishing touches to the “Tufty Top” included fitting out the kitchen and construction of a set of library bookshelves to 

			

		

		
			
				The Anam Cara flagship
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				accommodate the multitude of books Twobirds and I had accumu-lated over the years. We have also received many a book donation which balances the occasional disappearance . . . just another way of spreading the Dharma! Finally, with a collage of colourfully painted walls, waxing of the floor and completion of the electrics, we were finally all done eighteen months after we started. The abiding memory revolves around the communal nature of the construction with so many hands contributing to the final, rather splendid outcome

				“The Pavilion”

				In addition to the “Tufty Top” the building grant also included the construction of a dining room/chill-out space adjacent to the caravans. There emerged a problem as the project entered its second year: we were running out of time. The grant contract stipulated a completion date and we were way behind schedule. We had a tentative plan, but it was considered too complicated and would be a time-consuming and expensive build. I decided to simplify, and sketched a rough outline of an alternative design which was as sophisticated as the plans ever got. We ended up with a large, rectangular, timber-frame room with mono-pitched turf roof and large south-facing bay windows. Not the most original building design, but it has proved to be a pleasing little edifice, which was duly, christened “The Pavilion”.

				A covered walkway was built between the pavilion and a kitchen which was rather hastily constructed and it has to be said something of an afterthought. In fact the whole layout of the car-avans, pavilion and kitchen was decidedly haphazard. The original siting of the caravans was fairly arbitrary as there was no notion 
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				of a pavilion or kitchen at that point. The siting and indeed size of the pavilion was defined by the space between the two cara-vans and the kitchen siting and size defined by the what was left between the pavilion, lower caravan and our field boundary. If all this sounds a bit cack-handed . . . yes, I would have to agree . . . there never was a master plan! We just made it all up as needs became apparent in what was a very organic process.
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				The pavilion with a maturing willow hedge camouflaging the caravan

			

		

		
			
				Engulfed caravans
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				Nurturing a sense of spiritual enquiry at Anam Cara is our core business and nourishing the body via the stomach with healthy food lovingly prepared is an essential ingredient in the process. This makes the kitchen a place of real importance. However, by the time the Tufty and Pavilion were nearing completion, the coffers were empty, the construction of a pukka kitchen was not financially possible. Additionally, being the last construction in this little cluster which had to fit into a limited space resulted in a rather modest affair, more akin to a galley kitchen than a proper catering facility. Additional space has been added over time, but it remains a rather tight space for the copious amounts of food that pass over its threshold. It does, however, have an inspiring view, perhaps not the norm in a kitchen setting. The close proxim-ity of fridge, sink, cooker and worktops gives the room a pleasing as well as practical rather unique intimacy and flavour of its own.

			

		

	
		
			
				118

			

		

		
			
				Chapter 14

				The Inner Workings

				Completion of the Tufty, Pavilion and kitchen in 2003 heralded the first season of Anam Cara as a full blown retreat centre. The early days were however financially very precarious. We tended to opt for short-duration courses often over a weekend, which did not bring in a great deal of cash. We had a very limited client base, with no real idea of the level of interest in the various courses we had dreamed up; and the facilities were fairly basic. 

				All this then begged the question, how much should we charge? Prices at some centres seemed really high whereas we had a strong desire to keep things as affordable as possible. However, we accepted that as every centre would have their own set of cir-cumstances and pricing rationale, comparison based on price was hardly valid. We needed a prompt and initially opted to follow the Dhanakosa model. 

				Dhanakosa is a Buddhist centre located in Perthshire with which I had a strong connection. They had a pricing policy based on dana which asks the retreatant to make a donation, as opposed to a set price. It seemed like a good ethical principle, but we found that the return was simply not adequate. This was due in the main to the small number of participants at any one event, perhaps 
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				we were also tending to attract cash strapped retreatants! It was decided that we would set the price at the middle level of the Dhanakosa donation spectrum and leave it at that. 

				Returns continued to bounce along the bottom of the survival scale for many years. The near-continuous building programme quickly gobbled up any cash we did amass. We made it a pol-icy never to borrow money, at least not from the bank, in any case a potential lender of dosh would likely look at our balance sheet and give us a “no way” anyway . . . we were decidedly sub-prime!. We did have the odd cash injection from business start-up schemes, agricultural grants and the like. I was left some money from my dear Aunt Myn which helped cash flow for a time. The tree nursery remained an important lifeline as it provided a steady injection of cash with few costly inputs. 

				This-hand-to mouth existence made us very prudent. Nearly everything that could be home built was home built. We seldom employed outside expertise and the Scot-Ads newspaper was reg-ularly consulted for any second-hand items needed. Those early days did not offer the opportunity to browse the delights of the internet’s second hand platforms . . . how things have changed! 

				We paid ourselves a modest allowance which was based on what we could afford, starting at £50 per week. Council tax and utility bills were paid by the business, as were a portion of the car costs and insurance. We worked a four-day week and divided weekend responsibilities on a rota basis. We made it a policy to allow com-munity members to find work out with the centre to supplement their income. The pricing debate is an annual chore as we try to find an appropriate balance between course charges, the level of profit for developing the business and a realistic level of remuner-ation. Cash flow is a delicate issue and the money issue can be so divisive, especially if things are tight. We have long recognised the need to keep the “money” debate current and transparent. 
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				Course Development

				Over the years, the courses on offer at Anam Cara have reflected the changing interests of community members, plus a deeper connection with a small number of teachers who offer instruction in a diverse range of subjects, including Native American spirituality, Lucid Dreaming, Zen meditation and Yoga. The inclusion of “outside” teachers in the programme has evolved over the years which helps maintain a freshness to the calendar of events. As mentioned earlier, the Work Weeks although changing in content have maintained their popularity and are of real value to the maintenance of the centre. By the 2020’s we had around twenty courses per year varying in duration up to ten days, with a maximum of fifteen participants at each event. 

				Twobirds’ interest in Sweat Lodges began to be replaced by her increasing interest in a wider Shamanic brief. She crafted a com-prehensive two-year training course in cross-cultural Shamanism and subsequently developed a stand alone course in plant-spirit medicine and nature intelligence. Her most recent addition to an ever-expanding portfolio is a teacher training programme which incorporates all her accumulated teachings freely offered to those who wish to pursue a teaching role. Her training strategy cen-tres on a series of practices, which affords the student a highly experiential journey of personal empowerment and insight. These courses have evolved out of many years of personal study and continual adaptation as her knowledge and experience deepens. Courses are now oversubscribed and are a wonderful testament to the commitment and integrity she brings to her teachings. How-ever this single minded focus on training and Shamanic study, resulted in her slow departure from the workings of the centre. Times were a changing, which were to have significant implica-tions for the structure and workings of the business. 
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				Since Anam Cara’s inception, Margaret has been heavily involved in the administration of the centre, but still managed to facilitate various events including vision quests, detox retreats and co-hosts meditation retreats.

				I have never been inclined to offer any courses of my own, I have never felt I had anything specific to offer. I have always had a kind of “janny” or caretaker/builder role, as opposed to teacher or facilitator having been involved in the multitude of tasks that keep the centre ticking along. I would consider myself a “dabbler in all trades, master of none” such is my skill level and contri-bution. It is only very recently, now that I have attained the loft status of pensioner that I begin to show signs of bodily wear and tear, that I feel a need to slow down. As the hammering and saw-ing begins to lose its appeal, I have a deepening desire to free up time for a more contemplative or perhaps artistic mode of expres-sion, wherever that might take me.

				From time to time we have needed to revisit a perennial ques-tion: do we work for Anam Cara or does Anam Cara work for us? It is an important issue as there is always a danger that we get consumed by the activity of running a retreat centre and lose sight of the need for self-care. There have been times when we feel that we have created a benevolent monster, more than a little out of control needing constant care and attention. The project must serve our needs first and foremost or we risk a burnout which serves no one.

				It is clear that working at the centre is not going to be a very lucrative affair and its potential for career development is, shall we say, unconventional. It begs the question: why are individu-als prepared to offer their input without the usual remunerations and incentives? As owners, Twobirds and I had the security of the overall asset. Margaret has never expressed any concern in this regard, she has simply trusted in a positive unfolding and has 
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				held an undying commitment to the project and a keen sense of service. The many other community members, I have to assume, simply felt a strong empathy with what we were about and were happy to contribute for varying lengths of time

				Initially the majority of long-term volunteers/ community members were in the 20-30 age group. The vigour and enthusiasm of younger blood was counter balanced by a measure of instability as individual destinies begin to define themselves and Anam Cara was not necessarily part of the evolving picture. More recently we have tended to attract an older age group which has translated into a more established community, with the prospects of a lon-ger-term commitment. However change is the only guarantee and I guess you could say we just go with the flow!. 

				Ownership and Structure 

				The question of ownership and its evolution has been simmering for many years. Twobirds and I own the entire facility, there was no outstanding debt, which meant we were not financially beholden to anybody. However, given the amount of voluntary labour that has blessed the project, plus the long-term input of Margaret and a host of other folks, Anam Cara in a moral sense is no longer owned by two individuals. Community ownership has always been on the cards though issues of structure, legality and the practical consequences seem to bounce about looking for clear direction.

				When presented with a list of options it proved difficult to set-tle on the right course of action. Were we to establish a charitable Trust. Twobirds and I will, in effect, be giving away a signifi-cant capital asset which would be locked into a legally binding framework. This raised questions pertaining to the strength and 
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				commitment of the community. Will it fragment in a couple of years? In that event what happens to the asset? On the other hand, the many folks who were willing to make a commitment to Anam Cara without any significant financial reward deserve some kind of security. How solid is that security and what form should it take? Many questions, with a variety of answers, .

				The issue of establishing some form of Trust has been in the offing for a few years but it was continually shunted down the to-do list, partly due to concerns of the long-term consequences, perhaps we were simply not ready to take the leap! The issue was again put on ice during 2017 when a tax issue emerged which caused considerable consternation and which only became appar-ent when we changed our accountant. A more robust balancing of the books plus a last-minute completion of the accounts, revealed the fact that we had exceeded the VAT threshold over a number of months. This was serious, as we were now obliged to register for VAT and pay 20% tax on all our income from the date we over-stepped the mark and continue until the Inland Revenue allowed us to deregister. It has been a bitter pill to swallow. Most of our costs are on non VAT recoverable items like food, our profit is small and personal remuneration even smaller but we still had to pay the backdated VAT without the option of passing the extra charge onto course participants. The moral of the story is . . . make sure your accounting procedures are fit for purpose! 

				The issue of the VAT threshold and the long-term intention of establishing a trust have focused much attention on the business structure. As mentioned earlier Twobirds was becoming increas-ingly independent, with her focus on the development of her Shamanic courses and minimal involvement in the management of the centre. It was decided to split Anam Cara into two businesses, which reflected the change of individual circumstance. Twobirds now owned her own business called Embracing Shamanism and 
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				operated as an independent trainer. This has meant a departure from the egalitarian “share all” philosophy that had prevailed from the start. The consequences of this change of circumstance were processed by the community over a fairly protracted period. At times it proved to be an awkward and uncomfortable exer-cise fraught with accounting difficulties. However clarity finally prevailed, the divergence of direction and aspiration was acknowl-edged and the stage set for our future relationship. 

				With the closure of the tree nursery, economic viability was now solely dependent on the retreat centre activities. We decided that we did not want to go down the VAT road which would have resulted in a significant price increase of the courses and more administration. This however has meant that our turnover could never exceed the VAT threshold which in turn meant that Anam Cara in its present form would never grow much bigger than its current size. With structural and accounting issues now finding some resolution we felt confident enough to consider the issue of establishing some form of Trust and thereby ensuring the centre’s long-term future.

				The intention was there but the energy to make it happen seemed to be lacking any urgency. With Ian, our new accoun-tant, in place we focused on the notion of keeping Anam Cara in its present form, basically a loose partnership made up of self employed individuals and establishing the trust as a separate entity. The idea was to transfer ownership of most of the assets, principally buildings and land to the Trust and establishing all those living at Anam Cara as members from which a revolving set of directors would be appointed. So the outline seemed to be set, but we were yet again overwhelmed by other priorities and the process set aside for another day. 
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				Chapter 15

				Yet More Infrastructure 

				The Whisky Barrel

				Ideas for enhancing the facilities at Anam Cara were always surfacing. Some demoted down the priorities list and some submerged out of sight but the ones that lingered tended to be acted upon eventually. One such notion was a felt need for some form of therapy room. The idea firmed up with the acquisition of a rather original flat pack building. James, a friend from Nairn, had acquired three whisky-mash barrels from a Strathspey distillery with the intention of building a little cluster of round huts as a tourist venture. In the event the project did not materialise and I managed to get my hands on one of the barrels. 

				The wall of the structure consists of around one hundred lengths of Douglas Fir five metres long by 12 cm wide by 7 cm deep. Each of the lengths is finely chamfered so that when fully assembled they form a circle held together by a strong, thread-ed-steel bar. This, when tightened, pulls all the timbers together to make a good seal and very stable self-supporting structure. 

				The barrels were originally used for fermenting barley mash prior to the distillation of whisky. The timbers came from northern 
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				latitudes of Canada where tree growth is slow due to the extreme cold, with the consequence that the timber is close-grained and very strong. The barrels have a brewing shelf life of about 30 years so for as long as mash is fermented in wooden barrels, wooden barrels will become available for “sheddies” big or small, depend-ing on the size of the barrel.

				In our case the barrel had a diameter of five metres. I decided to cut all the planks in two .The second set of planks were stored with no immediate plans for their use. We chose a site topside of the pond my brother and I had dug the year I purchased the croft. The wooden base was erected on a raised platform resting on con-crete pillars. Being a circular wall, we needed a circular roof. We cut poles from the forest and with six of the bigger diameter poles we formed a reciprocal roof. 
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				The lime rendered barrel
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				For the uninitiated, a reciprocal roof is formed when a series of poles are laid one on top of another stretching from the periphery of the circle to its centre, with the last pole being tucked under the first pole and on top of the second resulting in the main poles being interwoven together. The arrangement is 
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				Complete with reciprocal roof
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				very strong, although it should be borne in mind that if one pole is compromised the whole structure is compromised. The roof was completed with layers of heather followed by straw, topped with a pond liner to keep the rain out and finished off with turf. Making windows was delightfully easy. We simply cut a number of planks top and bottom with the chainsaw and with a tap of the sledgehammer, pushed out the window to be, which is then framed and glazed.

				After 30 years immersed in barley mash the internal surface of the timbers had a grey, crusty appearance which clearly had to be removed. There were two options: either plaster the inside and cover it up or clean it up. We chose the latter. Using a power washer the crud was blasted off the timbers, which left a series of rough-textured lines, following the grain of the wood. This proved to be a very attractive surface but was also very hairy after the brutalising wash. So, after it had dried out, there was a lot of wire brushing to remove most of the woody hairiness. What was left was finally varnished into submission. 

				One interesting feature of the building was the smell – a very distinctive reminder of its previous life. With the varnishing of the surface this has been masked to a fair degree but any time a hole is drilled into the timber the wonderful aroma comes burst-ing forth.

				We added a small porch complete with wash-hand basin and got the water and electrics sorted. The external wall was sealed with a lath-and-lime plaster which to date has required no main-tenance and looks as good as the day it was rendered, despite exposure to the elements over the years. We use this wonderful little building, christened “The Barrel” as a therapy-room-cum-breakout-space-cum-bedroom for visiting teachers. All in all a grand wee versatile space, with a very special charm . . . and aroma!
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				Buried in the Hillside 

				During her time at the Findhorn Foundation, Twobirds was much taken by a structure that was built into the ground, roofed and went by the name of an Earth Lodge. In a casual moment she wondered if a similar structure might work at Anam Cara. A growing community confidence in wacky-building construction needed little encouragement. I sketched a plan and started doodling out the possibility. My doodles were submitted to the planning authorities and, to my surprise, duly accepted. It is interesting to note the increasing building standards and levels of scrutiny of the planning authorities over the years. Quiet scrutiny has been replaced by a more exacting procedure referring to a host of ever more stringent regulations of one kind or another. I have no doubt that were all the current rules in existence and rigidly enforced twenty years ago, the centre would be a quite different place and have a totally different feel . . . it would surely have lost some of its coothy ethnicity. 

				There seems to be an ever increasing body of literature detail-ing a myriad of building options with copious opinion on the best way forward and potential difficulties that might be encountered. I have a tendency to attack a building project with limited regard to researching the options, design and planning not being my strongest suit . I recognise that I would likely save money and a lot of frustration if I considered the experience of other folks who have undertaken similar projects, no doubt Google would also oblige. But there we are, hopelessly impetuous. The Earth Lodge was a case in point . . . that sounds like a grand idea . . . lets get stuck in and see what happens!

				We selected a site near the bottom of the former raspberry field, now the raspberry wood. The decision to build the Earth Lodge was taken in the autumn of 2008, with the plan of including the build into the Anam Cara programme as a working retreat 
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				in the following spring. There was, however, a potential drainage issue. The locality is pitted with aquifers or underground streams. There was one occasion just after a Sweat Llodge event when a particularly heavy rainfall resulted in the sudden appearance of a spring bubbling out of the ground close to the fire pit of the lodge. The spring became a steam that promptly filled the fire pit with water to overflowing. It would have been a steamy event had the rainfall coincided with the sweat-lodge ceremony! Anyway, rec-ognition of this feature prompted us to dig out the foundations of the Earth Lodge in the autumn, just to see if a spring might appear on site during the winter rains. It was a prudent move. A couple of weeks prior to starting our build, a spring sprung forth. A hastily dug drainage ditch ducted the water to a safe soakaway which still flows in the event of a wet winter.

				While digging out the foundations I had a notion to incorpo-rate a stone altar into the basic structure. It seemed appropriate given the Neolithic nature of the building and its use as a venue for ritual and ceremony. I knew of a boulder by the road side at the top of the croft which has tickled a few sumps in its time; I had tried to remove it with a light JCB digger on a previous occasion but without success. Excavation of the Earth-Lodge site was undertaken with a much bigger tracked digger and with extra hydraulic muscle brought to bare, the boulder was eased from its ancient housing, tucked under the digger’s hydraulic arm and carried down to its new home. The stone now sits opposite the entrance door with commanding presence.

				So, as Spring began to happen, we had a large, reasonably flat muddy hole in the field running from ground level to a back wall of about 3 metres and a large altar stone defining the building’s purpose. The walls were constructed with an attractive grey gran-ite obtained from a local quarry. We ordered twenty tons in the first instance, having absolutely no idea how much stone would be 
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				needed. The stone itself was ideally suited for our purpose, rang-ing in weight from about 10 kilos down to small segments. But, more importantly, they fractured with a regular flat edge. Build-ing the wall with such obliging flatness was a delight. We engaged the help of Dave a master in the art of building stone dykes, who gave valuable instruction and kept a watchful eye on procedures. The working retreat had attracted a full complement of 15 willing amateur dykers and the round wall rose from Mother Earth in four days. The wall tapered from a base of about one metre. Little dookits (pigeon holes) were built into the wall, which would later accommodate candles; and a fireplace was included in the round. In all, sixty tons of stone were transported to the site. There was a quiet recognition that this structure would outlive us all by a considerable margin and without so much as a hint of cement. 
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				The wall commences

			

		

		
			
				Destined to be an altar stone

			

		

		
			
				Beginnings of the reciprocal roof

			

		

		
			
				The reciprocal roof nearing completion
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				While the walls will surely last the test of time, the timber-poled roof, alas, will not, but it will serve our purpose in the medium term. Douglas, a friend from Muir of Ord was in the process of 
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				Interior decoration

			

		

		
			
				Hobbit overtones
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				building a log cabin in a forest in the outskirts of the village. He was keen to thin out the smaller trees which were ideal for roofing joists. Trees of around 12 cm base girth were felled, stripped and transported to the croft. We employed the same reciprocal roof structure as was used in the healing barrel. But the span was bigger, the building having a diameter of 5 meters, therefore the poles were more substantial than the smaller barrel. 

				I augmented the structural integrity of the roof by supporting every main timber with an angled upright, more or less at the fulcrum. The idea was that if the reciprocal structure were ever compromised, the uprights would support the weight of the roof. All the roofing timbers were exposed, adding to the ethnic atmo-sphere of the building. The timbers were topped with a layer of thick-stemmed heather and then a layer of straw. Perhaps predict-ably, this has proved an attractive habitat for a range of beasties furry and otherwise, whose activities tend to leave a constant covering of debris on the floor. We have accepted the uninvited guests as part of the scenery, so long as they don’t nibble the pond liner which was draped over the whole structure and the only pro-tection from the watery elements. Turf cut from the immediate vicinity bedded everything into the hillside.

				In time the internals have gone through a series of adaptations. We started with a cob floor, which did not work well as it kept wicking up moisture despite all attempts to dry it out. A cob floor will only work if there is a sufficient depth of gravel acting as a barrier against rising damp. As we could not raise the level of the floor (having built the roof first) to the required height, we reluc-tantly removed the cob and settled for a plastic membrane and a wooden floor. 

				Given the earthy nature of the building, particularly regard-ing the lack of ventilation, I have always been surprised by the fact that it never seems to get that fusty damp smell which one 
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				might have expected. The insulated floor, thick stone wall and well-ducted rainwater seem to have done the trick. The floor was adorned with twenty peg loom rugs, which to the uninitiated is a very simple form of rough weaving using uncarded wool which is woven through a series of parallel strings. Wool colour can be varied to create a very lovely thick piled mosaic – not the most durable of rugs given the crudeness of the weave but wonderfully suited to the earthy atmosphere of an earthy lodge. 

				An Alternative Heat Source 

				The heating system in the Earth Lodge has gone through a series of adaptations over the years, a kind of trial and error process. We started with a fairly ropey second-hand wood-burning stove, but it was really too small to heat the space. Rhydian, who was living with us at the time, suggested a rocket stove as an alternative. I must admit to being sceptical about the workability of the design, but Rhydian’s enthusiasm carried the day and the stove was duly constructed. It is an interesting and innovative idea. Picture, if you can, a small fire chamber about 30 cm square, connected by a horizontal flue to an upright cob flue about 60 cm in height. The flue is then encased in a 44-gallon oil drum, which is then connected to 4 metres of flexible metal flue. The flue runs horizontally for most of its length before rising up the stone chimney, which was built into the wall. I doubted the technology, principally because I just could not see the smoke traveling along twelve feet of horizontal pipe before venting up the chimney. But persevere Rhydian did. The length of metal flue was encased in a thick mass of cob which effectively acted as a storage heater although it took an age to dry out. But finally the seals were complete, the fire was lit and the fire did indeed 
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				roar away like a rocket while the exhaust gasses travelled the long length of horizontal flue with no hint of smoke invading the internal space . . . amazing!

				The rocket stove did what it was designed to do. But important failings were quickly becoming apparent. Whenever we wished to use the Earth Lodge, we were starting from a chilly few degrees. There was a need to get up to a comfortable temperature rea-sonably quickly and this was simply not possible with the size of the stove that had been built. Although very efficient, in that the exhaust gases along with the burning fuel were used as a heat source, the fire chamber was simply too small to give the heat that was necessary and also required that someone be present continuously to feed small sticks into the fire. It was clear that the installation needed to be much bigger to be practical. By this time I was on my own with the technology. Rhydian had left the croft and I pondered on ways of making the fire chamber bigger without undoing the super structure of what had already been constructed. 

				As we pondered the possibilities, unforeseen happenings dictated the outcome. We had been bothered by some late-night visitations from a few local youths. I can understand how they would have found it a cool place to hangout, but we had to nip that one in the bud. So we put a lock on the door, a reasonable intervention you might think. However, intrepid youth, on their next visitation, climbed in via the skylight and dropped down the 4 metres to the floor. The problem then was how to get back out! Presented with their entrapment, they decided to use the 44-gallon drum, plus a couple of stools as a ladder. Unfortunately, in the process of pulling the drum off its mountings the internal cob flue crashed to the floor. I guess at this stage all they wanted to do was beat a hasty retreat. But the consequence of this little piece of urban vandalism was a seriously broken rocket stove. 
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				We had a choice: renew and upsize the fire chamber and repair the demolished cob flue, with the prospect of it still being inad-equate for the job, or cut our losses and fit a much bigger wood burner which would give us a large amount of heat quickly and with minimal effort. Given the fact that Rhydian was no longer living at Anam Cara, and we did not have enough time or practi-cal insight to devote to the project, with considerable reluctance we chose the latter which meant we had to deconstruct all, or most of, Rhydian’s hard work. 

				We did, however, keep his rather splendid cob wolf as a back-rest to the cob bench that now replaced the cob storage heater. We then installed a very old but rather majestic wood burner I had obtained as a barter exchange for some trees. The stove had been in store for a few years awaiting its chance to glow again. And this was it! It had a huge burning chamber with large glass frontage and really pumped out the heat, as well as being a visual treat especially when all around was pitch black and the leaping flames made the grey granite sparkle. The Earth Lodge has proved to be a wonderful atmospheric place particularly in candle light and a delight to the many retreatants who cross her threshold.

				“The Wee Dram”

				“The Wee Dram” was Amy’s name for her “wee hoose” and I suspect the only mud-clad hut in Inverness. This aptly named structure is the sister of the whisky-mash barrel mentioned earlier. You might recall the original lengths of timber were five metres and halved to build the barrel mentioned earlier. With a small, self contained dwelling in mind, it was now time for the construction of the second half. 
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				A Monolithic Aside

				When selecting the site, we found a long, roughly rectangular stone about two metres in length and half a metre in width. He was lying face down. I say “he” and “face down” for a reason that will soon become apparent. The JCB digger was on site for ground preparation and it was used to lift the stone carefully to a piece of flat ground above the residential caravans, which we had established when we excavated the foundations for the Tufty Top. A hole was dug and the stone was placed upright. It was orientated with the moss-covered side-facing north sheltering it from direct sunlight. I guess I could spin a yarn about its Neolithic origins . . . but no, the stone is ancient but its placement was JCB assisted! Anyway, happy with our modest obelisk I thought no more about it, until a few days later as I was passing, I noticed the clear definition of a head and shoulders in the profile of the rock. The more I looked the clearer it became. I imagined the head clad in chain mail, the eyes, nose and chin clearly visible with his broad shoulders rising out of the ground. There he stood, a warrior knight looking south to the far English border! Forgive my “Braveheart” moment . . . but this clearly defined profile set in ancient stone does indeed give the sense of a guardian, clearly male and clearly formidable. 

				Stone guardians aside, construction of the Wee Dram was a breeze as we were well acquainted with the “how”. We employed the reciprocal roof design and cut out the windows, as before. This time we took greater care with the insulation by wrapping foil-backed bubble film around the building before attaching the lath. We used cob as opposed to the lime render used previously. It still looks as good as the day it was splattered together. 

				Cob making is a fun event, particularly if undertaken as a group activity. The soil around the centre is a sandy loam not really suit-
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				able for cob, so we ventured out to Muir of Ord, a few miles to the north, where the soil has a much higher clay content. This was mixed with chopped straw and puddled in with lots of willing feet. We worked the mix on a tarp, which allowed us to turn it over on itself and puddled yet again. When the cob was ready . . . a sticky mushy mess, it was smeared onto the lath and the exter-nal surface of the wee dram began to materialise. Mud minus the straw was used as a topcoat to finish it off. 

				This most organic of renders has survived untouched for years. A minor soaking simply dries off, although it is a good idea for a significant overhang in the roof construction to reduce direct exposure to the rain. We again used pond liner for the roof and, against my better judgement, included a skylight. I am always reluctant to breach a roof in any way as it just invites trouble. We have found that cut pond liner tends to tear over time as the material on the roof sinks inevitably downwards and stretches the pond liner to breaking point. This has resulted in a series of minor repairs in an attempt to keep things water tight. 
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				The guardian stone, a sentinel emerging from the earth
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				A small “hut kitchen” was added to the main structure exter-nally clad in off saw timber planks and internally clad in pine. Yet another wood burner was acquired, but this time bought new from a company by the name of Windy Smiddy who manufac-ture a range of dinky stoves designed for small spaces. The stove seemed good value for money but the cost of the flues and the various couplings bumped up the price considerably. This couthy little dwelling was grand for a couple of years then came the call for modifications in the form of a bed pod . . . pod instead of room . . . because it was designed to accommodate a bed and not a lot else. A compost toilet and shower cubicle completed the build. Since Amy’s departure this earthy hut has been much appreciated by a variety of teachers, volunteers and short-term tenants over the years. 
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				The Wee Dram nestling nicely
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				The Illusive Sauna

				Building a sauna had been an aspirational but illusive project for many years. Illusive in the sense that it had been on the cards since I first bought the croft, but the notion had been continually shunted down the priorities list, with location and design also in a state of continual flux. We clearly needed time to think seriously before committing! But finally it happened. Motivation, location and design coalesced all at once – the sauna had finally reached the top of the to-do list.

			

		

		
			
				The Dram’s living space
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				An old disused henhouse adjacent to The Barrel was the cho-sen spot. The idea was to convert the wooden hut into the sauna with a lean-to constructed as the chill-out room. A series of con-crete pillars were erected to support the latter, which was raised to the same level as the sauna. For the first time in the building history of Anam Cara we elected to employ a joiner to construct the building. Alan, a longstanding friend of Anam Cara, was up for the job.

				Although I had intended using the old henhouse in its entirety, Alan, prompted by our old friend Vanavasin, decided in a moment of unsolicited authority, that the walls were so far off anything approaching a right angle that half the old hen hut would have to come down. In fairness to the original builder – myself – it was one of the first structures I had ever built. So cut me a bit of slack, guys! 

				The sauna itself, plus the shower and changing area, still fitted into the footprint of the original hut, so no additional founda-tions were necessary. The timber frame went up without a hitch. We purchased some local Douglas fir for the exterior cladding, which on this occasion we decided to varnish to preserve the beautiful red colour of the rough-sawn timber. 

				The chill-out space was fitted with double-glazed windows around its three external sides and floored with maritime pine. We elected to buy a wood-burning sauna with kiln dried alder adorning the walls. The sauna benches were made from locally cut red cedar which is as light in colour as it is in weight, and has a very characteristic smell. The contrast with the dark Latvian alder walls of the sauna was rather lovely. A few tasteful arty additions included a beautiful etching burnt onto the sauna door courtesy of Skye, plus some funky murals painted on the walls.

				A shower, wooden shelving and non-slip PVC flooring were duly fitted and we were good to go. However, before the 
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				inaugural sweat, we constructed yet another compost toilet as an integral part of the building and also laid a pine deck that straddled the area between the sauna and The Barrel, opening out onto a veranda. The area immediately in front of the veranda was enclosed within a fence of tree stems thinned from the raspberry wood. Margaret took on the task of beautifying this newly defined “healing-well garden”. With help from a group of enthusiastic women on a work retreat, they created a wonderful, peaceful nook resting in the shade of a stand of birch and alder, with the wee pond dug with my brother all those years ago as a central feature, now much expanded and full of aquatic vibrancy. 

			

		

		
			
				The Sauna with the Barrel and the evolving Healing Well Garden
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				I went a bit over the top on the first sauna firing, not realising how hot the wood-fired stove can get. I came out in heat blotches on my back and arms, so have had to temper my toasting zeal. The sauna is well used by both participants and the community alike and has proved a grand addition to the “sheddie” cluster in this secluded wee piece of garden. 
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				Chapter 16

				Odd Asides 

				From an early age I have had a strong affinity for the mountains. Scotland, with its open access to the wild hinterland, is such a treasure to all who seek adventure or solitude in this rugged, magical landscape. With such a strong focus on the activities of Anam Cara I often felt a need for time away from the bustle and banter, some quiet meditative space. 

				Reflecting on the possibilities, I thought a meditation hut miles from human habitation might fit the bill. Arthur, of por-taloo conversion fame, had acquired a croft in Wester Ross and kindly introduced me to Duncan, the owner of the crofting estate in which Arthur had his tenancy. I asked if he would be up for the idea of me building a small hut in the back of beyond and happily he agreed. And so started a journey many years in the making and many, many mountain miles in the walking. 

				Donald, who lived in one of the cottages, was up for the challenge and became a co-conspirator in the early days of its construction. We debated the merit of securing the services of a helicopter to transport the building materials, but elected to embrace a solid Presbyterian work ethic: no pain no gain, and carried the whole caboodle on our backs over a fairly protracted 
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				time frame. But first things first, we had to choose a site. Duncan had recommended a particular area of the estate that was sel-dom visited by hikers and this sounded like a good starting point. After some wandering about the hill we finally selected a choice south-facing site half a kilometre from the 2300′ summit with an unobstructed vista over the glories of the Wester Ross coastline. What is the name of this mountain? Ben Vague? just to the west of Ben no where . . . It is our little secret!

				We decided to build against a rock face of solid Torridonian sandstone, a decision that we later came to regret. The building site was strewn with boulders big and small which were cleared with a lot of crashing and bashing. It is amazing how you can cleave a huge boulder if you can just find the right spot. Don-ald seemed to be particularly adept at the task and we managed to reduce most of these ancient boulders to a manageable and therefore removable size. Some boulders, however, simply would not fracture and so became part of the building, which in turn dictated the somewhat odd shape of the structure. This seemed appropriate, given the fact that these rocks had been resident for a deal longer than us!

				The next task was the construction of a stone wall that defined the outer edge of the building. The area surrounding the newly named “bendo” (an appropriate Scottish derivation from the Japanese “zendo”) was home to a huge selection of rocks lying conveniently on the surface. In some cases the rock was sec-tioned like wedges of a cake that had been cleaved and shaped through frost action over the centuries. When pulled from its resting place of countless generations, the dull, weathered rock surface revealed the stunning-red richness of the Torridonian sandstone – which incidentally was a sea bed in the unimag-inable past and is apparently some of the oldest surface rock on the planet. 
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				Having stockpiled a load of this ancient stone we began to build the wall. There was no recourse to modernity at this stage, no cement, just stone and more stone. A skilled dyker would likely be unimpressed with our attempts but our misshapen wall took its unique irregular stance which will surely out live us all, which is more than can be said for the roof – whose sad demise I will speak of shortly.

				There was always so much to do at Anam Cara that bendo construction assumed a low priority, which meant it has been a much-protracted affair. Bendo workdays were very long, usually a five o’clock start, with a hour and a half drive from Inver-ness, and a minimum hike of two and a half hours to get to the site before we actually started building. We then had to leave the hill in the early evening and drive the eighty odd kilometres back home. Trips up the mountain only happened when a set of circumstances came conveniently together which included available time, labour, inclination and importantly, reasonable weather. Each trip meant another load of building material carried. During the ten years of the construction I have been up that hill over 70 times, accompanied by a host of different individuals. Such was the diversity of folk involved I decided to establish the Ben Vague Donkey Club, a prestigious gathering of dedicated souls/ fools/ certainly donkeys that have helped carry and build this little piece of magic.

				Without doubt the most demanding lift was the glass-fibre roofing sheets, each of which was 2 metres by 1 metre. Putting four sheets together, the bundle was then strapped to a wooden stretcher-type arrangement. And so, with one person at each corner, we staggered up the hill. The load was heavy and awkward, and the terrain steep, rocky and difficult. It was utterly exhausting – and we had to do it three times! The journey on each occasion took about six hours, so that amounted to eighteen hours of 
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				carrying. Once in place, the roof was tied down with rope that had been attached to pinions drilled and secured into rock. Additional rock was placed on the roof to weight it all down. It all seemed secure . . . But no. The first major storm of the winter and the whole dam lot went airborne. We completed the roof in November and lost it one month later! 
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				The original short lived structure and short lived celebration

			

		

		
			
				Mark II – with wooden roof, rubber membrane and a mass of stones

			

		

	
		
			
				148

			

		

		
			
				We spent the next couple of trips scouring the hillside and removing all the debris that we could find, which, hardly surprisingly, was a very disheartening experience! The wood that was still in the vicinity was fit for kindling and not a lot else. But naethin dauntit, (not put off), after some reflection we started again, but this time bowing to the benefits of technology. We could not face another round of timber carries, so we used a helicopter. A local fish farm had a day hire of a machine and we “piggybacked” this opportunity, and had a load of timber lifted to the site. It took ten minutes to do what the Ben Vague Donkey Club would have taken months, nae years, to complete: 600kg of timber carried for £120. What were we thinking, at the beginning of this little exercise!

				The roof, now made of wood, with a pond-liner membrane to keep the rain out and a couple of tons of rocks atop, sits secure to date. We get a boost of confidence with every new season. How-ever, despite the solidity of the roof, the structure is a very “holy” place – in the drafty sense! One of the mistakes we made when 
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				Dominic and Alastair sheltering inside
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				building the wall was to inadequately fill in all the spaces between the stones. Winds in excess of 160km an hour have been recorded in these mountains, so wind moving at even half that speed is going to find all the holes and cause a continual loss of heat. It made our wood-burning stove as good as useless. So all the holes needed to be plugged. 

				Donald was against the use of expandable foam on the grounds of its inorganic quality. So we started poking a combination of stone wedges, earth and wool into the gaps, followed by the con-struction of wool-insulated pine panelling as an interior wall. On completion of the panelling, should a wee draught still appear I fear expandable foam might be the only answer. Sorry, Donald! 

				An additional problem showed itself; well actually it had been evident from the start – namely water ingress. The many fissures in the rock face interior have resulted in a slow seepage of water, which persists despite many attempts to plug as many of the flows as possible. Short of taking the whole thing to bits again, we decided to build a partition between the rock face and the rest of the building. The ingress can now flow as it pleases and hopefully the occupants can rest warm and dry!

				Having spent many years in the construction, I was always looking forward to the day I would spend in quiet contemplation at the mountain zendo. However the ever demanding needs for the centre seemed to gobble most of my time and consequently visits to “my mountain” have been few and far between. Interest from my meditating friends is also limited so the facility is somewhat underused; perhaps the isolation has been one step too far. As I free up time with my partial retirement, lower limbs and general puff permitting, I may yet savour that envisioned high altitude quiet time. Reflecting on the effort expended on the project and the limited use afforded the building, I have the sense that it will be another generation that might realise the potential 
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				of this magical, zany zendo. I remember asking my brother, who embraces a more traditional perspective on life, which aspect of this little piece of extravagance was the more “wako” the huge effort carrying all the materials up the hill or the intention to use the bendo for solitary meditation practice. He just shook his head and rolled his eyes: “Yur aff yur heed”.

				As I reflect on the variety of structures I have been involved with over the years, I note the tendency to revisit the finished article for a short period of time glowing with a sense of satisfac-tion which very soon fades as I move onto something else and the structure in question is quickly subsumed into the melee of other structures dotted about the place and no longer holds my focused attention. Is this a vice I ask myself . . . a what’s next, what’s next kind of mind set? On reflection perhaps I simply enjoy the chal-lenge and slapdash creativity of a never ending series of projects which has evolved as part of a lifestyle . . . a DIY dabbler! 

				Chu Chu, the Smoking Ambulance

				Given the near-perpetual building/maintenance programme and tree-nursery work, there was always a tendency to forget that a break is a good, indeed very necessary idea. Twobirds, while having to put up with my chaotic spontaneity, was also immersed in an increasingly demanding retreat schedule, either facilitating retreats or developing new ideas for future courses. In all this frenetic activity and contrasting modus operandi, there were tensions. Twobirds was particularly affected and needed a convenient means to get away from the madness, as she sometimes saw it.

				While looking for some inspiration, I saw an advert for an age-ing house on wheels. The T-reg wagon, formally an ambulance, had already been partially converted from its former life and was 

			

		

	
		
			
				151

			

		

		
			
				kitted out with various domestic bits and pieces. Entrance to the “living room”, i.e. the ambulance part of the vehicle, was either via the double doors at the back, sliding side door or a dinky wee door from the driver’s compartment. The beds comprised two narrow benches which could be pulled together, and that was about it. The engine was sound, as was the bodywork. So, all in all, at £3000 it seemed a good deal given the crazy prices people are prepared to pay for mobile homes. 

				We pondered on the fact that this old wagon would have seen tragedy and trauma in its days. But we chose to embrace the pos-itive and saw our ambulance as a vehicle that saved life, which it surely did, and its current use as a mobile home as a healthy retirement option. 

				I took a small measure of pride in the subsequent creative mod-ifications. I decided to keep the cooker, sink and cupboards, but everything else had to go: beds, wall cabinets and fridge. I felt the vehicle was much too open to be comfortable so decided to perma-nently close the side door and restrict access to the back by building a wooden platform. This effectively partitioned the back door in two with the bottom half converted into shelves with access from both inside the vehicle or via the back door, leaving the top plat-form as a sitting/ sleeping space. This raised platform was glazed floor to ceiling, the idea being to back the vehicle into some splen-did view and open the outer door of the ambulance for the bonny vista as we stretched out on the bed platform. In contrast to many normal mobile homes we did not include a shower, partly because there was no room and partly because there was no need; Twobirds was happy to wash at the sink and I was happy to not bother. Toilet facilities were also unnecessary partly because there was no room and partly because neither of us wished to be accompanied on our travels with yesterday’s combustibles which were discretely gifted to Mother Nature never to be seen again . . . by anybody! 
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				So now we had a fairly quirky little number, but the really cool part was the wood-burning stove. I bought myself yet another dinky stove from the Windy Smiddy, the smallest they had, punched a hole in the fibreglass ceiling and vented through a 
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				Chu Chu inside

			

		

		
			
				Another view
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				chimney that protruded about a foot above the canopy. The stove was secured onto a wooden block about foot above the floor. Being an ambulance the vehicle was well insulated so when the wee stove was fired up the living room was soon very comfortable. 

				Our “wee hoose on wheels” was christened “Chu Chu” – what else do you call a smoking ambulance! She has subsequently been painted olive green externally and a terracotta collage inside, has been suitably adorned with carpet, cushions and colourful blan-kets and the job was complete.

				Many a night has been spent with a howling gale outside while secure and toasty inside . . . such a simple cosy pleasure! However, care must be taken that all fires are extinguished before entering a CalMac ferry, petrol station or similar, where a puff of smoke might cause some consternation! 

				I guess I have gotten used to our quirky mobile home, even to the point of thinking it normal. But, at a reunion of some old school friends, I happened to mention the details of our wonder-ful little Chu Chu.
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				Majestic Chu Chu
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				“Is having a fire in such an enclosed space not a health risk?” they inquired.

				“I wouldn’t have thought so,” says I.

				“What about toxic fumes?” 

				“We can always open the window,” says I.

				“Where is the fuel tank in proximity to the fire?” they enquired.

				“Actually, it is just under the floor,” says I.

				“And how do you cook your food?” they enquired.

				“By gas,” says I.

				“And where is the gas cylinder?” 

				“Behind the driver’s seat,” says I.

				“And how do you illuminate the space?” they enquired.

				“With candles,” says I.

				“You mean you have two highly inflammable materials next to a log burner and candles . . . nice one, Alastair.” It all resulted in incredulity and nervous laughter. So come on guys, what’s the problem? 

				Our little hoose on wheels continues to delight as we discover new, and often remote, little nooks to park up for the night. We have no need of registered campsites – why would we, when there is such wild beauty to be savoured off piste, a wee wander down some obscure track often revealing a hidden treasure, a quiet pitch with a stunning view and it’s all ours . . . a million dollar vista . . . if only for the night.
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				Chapter 17

				A Woodland Croft

				2016 saw the acquisition of a croft at Backies, a township near the town of Golspie, an hour’s drive north of Inverness. This all came about through an odd sequence of events. I had inherited a bit of cash from my parents’ estate; Twobirds and I had a casual notion of acquiring a woodland with the money but had not taken the idea forward with any real conviction. A friend made mention of a croft for sale which stirred sufficient interest to go take a look and of course we loved it! 

				The croft extended to forty-five acres. Half the land was mature Scots pine woodland, with the other half a mixture of wetland, bog, rough-heather moorland and bracken on the deeper soils. The undulating topography offered a host of interesting little nooks and crannies with a vista looking south over the Moray Firth and Cairngorm Mountains in the far distance. No buildings, no road, no services; it seemed as though the land had been untouched for generations. The old croft house, now but a shell of stone, was last occupied in the 1870’s, but the human habitation of the locality goes back a deal further. A hundred metres or so from the old croft house lies the remains of a broch. Originally this tall stone built round house consisted of several floors connected by a stone 
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				stair case which spiralled between substantial inner and outer walls. This must have been one solid structure in its day which dates back some fifteen hundred years. The remains of several hun-dred of these buildings have been recorded mostly in Northern Scotland. This particular broch, through the ravages of centuries of elemental battering and doubtless some stone pilfering through the ages, has been reduced to a large mound of stones with little evidence of its former glory, but impressive all the same. Nearby this grand ancient monument lies the remains of some form of enclosure with a line of flat stone slabs siting on its edge but now engulfed in forest vegetation. 

				Also in the immediate locality but of a more contemporary nature sits a rowan tree with what I would regard as a very pecu-liar morphology. The single stem is thick, knobbly and very old but barely a metre in length before it branches out into a mul-titude of minor stems, perhaps evidence of many years of deer browsing before it finally got clear of the nibbling herbivores. 

				Anyway, this wonderful combination of uniqueness and antiq-uity makes for a very atmospheric little enclave and a pleasing 

			

		

		
			
				Upper acres of the croft looking South
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				spot for meditation en naturale. Indeed the whole croft had a pris-tine magic about it and a gentle tranquillity which seemed to say stop, be still, be quiet! 

				As we played with the possibilities, a picture emerged of soli-tary retreat huts allied with a clear conservation agenda. This was enough of a stimulus to put in an offer which was accepted, and that was that. 

				The seventy thousand pound price tag however came with a burden on the title deed in the form of a 20% claw-back in favour of Sutherland Estates of any upliftment of the value of the croft should it ever be sold. This is a legal means by the orig-inal landowners to cash in at the buyer’s expense. If we wanted the croft we had to accept the burden and subsequently paid to have the clause removed from the title deeds, plus inclusion for the right of vehicle access. Additional legal procedures required me to register ownership of the croft with the Crofter Commis-sion and Land Register. This done I was now an owner-occupier crofter.

				But that is not the end of the legislative story. All crofters, whether owners or tenants, must live within 30km of their croft or they are considered absentee crofters, which means they could potentially be forced to relinquish their croft. If all this sounds alarming, we were fully aware of the legislation before we bought the croft. Twobirds and I had no intention to move from Inver-ness, so why buy a croft if we are not going to live on it? It is a fair question and I guess it came down to three salient points. Firstly, we had the cash; secondly, Twobirds and I were interested in buying a woodland and establishing a few solitary retreat huts somewhere, possibly as an income stream but more importantly as a place for us to retreat to; and lastly as an integral part of the Anam Cara vision of building on the vison of sustainable living underpinned with a sense of spiritual community. 
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				Obstacles Along the Way

				Things seemed to be progressing well, as we applied for and received a sizeable crofting grant to put in half a kilometre of track. The construction was much protracted encountering a series of delays from a contractor who clearly had a range of alternative priorities. Securing the grant and contractor was followed by unexpected scrutiny from a local source. Having acquired the right for vehicle access from Sutherland Estates who owned the road leading to the croft, they made note of the fact that the land between the road and my boundary fence (about two metres) was part of the common grazings. This in turn meant I had to approach the Grazings Committee for their approval to cross this piece of ungrazed common grazing, which basically amounted to a roadside verge. This proved to be more time consuming than I had anticipated. I had a sense that some folks were unhappy with the new road access evident by the rather frosty reception to the proposals relating to a tiny piece of land that was really of no practical significance to anybody except myself. I have always been conscious of being the new boy in town, I have tried to be open with our intentions and keep on the good side of the local crofting community . . . with some you win with some you loose.

				Construction was a difficult process despite the deploy-ment of two thirty ton diggers. After a couple of months of infrequent activity, the road seemed a distant dream. The site resembled a battlefield, sadly this was no gentle touching of the earth, it was brutal! But if we wanted a road over rough terrain there seemed no alternative. I am comforted by the fact that nature has the relentless capacity to heal man inflicted wounds. It would take time but my half kilometre scar would eventually be recolonised.
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				It was grand to see the track completed in Spring 2018. It felt like the end of the beginning, a big step forward. Looking to the next stage in the journey, I finally got round to having the Crofting Tenancy lease drawn up, which, as envisaged from the 
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				A brutalised landscape

			

		

		
			
				A final covering
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				outset would exclude inheritance rights and the right to buy. While contrary to the spirit of crofting in its original form, these exclusions were established under recently introduced legislation designed to promote the establishment of new crofts. 

				Twobirds and I have long considered ourselves as custodians of the land as opposed to owners, in the words of the songwriter Dougie McLean “You don’t own the land the land owns you”. This was an important issue for us, which found its expression in the principle of community ownership which embraced a common if fairly broad agenda. Just how the process might unfold both from a legal and practical stand point was ill defined, but I remained confident a sound strategy would evolve over time. Discussion initially involved the person who had originally brought the croft to our attention with the notion of offering him the tenancy. Our collective vision seemed well grounded initially, but problems arose around the issue of individual as opposed to community ownership. The divergence of perspective proved acrimonious and disappointing for all concerned and sadly this particular associa-tion did not endure, however I do owe him a debt of gratitude for having flagged up the croft in the first place.

				Despite this initial difficulty we still had to find suitable croft-ing tenants to take the idea forward. We approached Vanavasin and Dominic, two friends of old as already mentioned and offered each of them a tenancy which they were delighted to accept. The idea was to split the land in two roughly equal portions which under crofting law, carried a lifelong security of tenure but with-out the right to buy, which meant that the croft would ultimately be returned to the landowner which by then would be some form of community organisation, who would establish a new tenancy. This would ensure that who ever was assigned the tenancy could be chosen on the basis of the evolving vision of the Trust what ever that might look like at the time. With regard to the sitting 
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				tenants, the value of any capital improvement that might accrue during the life of the tenancy, would be compensated by mutual agreement.

				It was totally unexpected but strangely apt, that two old and trusted friends should be the central figures to take things for-ward. The vague outline of the project included the establishment of some form of accommodation for the soon-to-be crofters, the building of three solitary retreat huts and the development of an agricultural component including the establishment of a tree nursery and vegetable garden. We were all of a mind to develop the croft off grid, which meant a self-contained power, and water supply plus composting toilets. We had a clear intention to min-imise the environmental impact of our endeavours . . . with the exception of the road! thus keeping this small pocket of Suther-land, which has been largely untouched for many years, in its relatively natural state. I was reminded of 1989 and my acquisition of the land in Inverness; the dreams, the possibilities, the practical realities, all part of a rich and creative tapestry now unfolding with a new, exciting and ever-evolving vision.

				Home Building

				Caravan accommodation was always going to be part of any initial phase of development. Vanavasin initiated the process with the purchase of a twenty foot touring caravan which he bought for a couple of hundred pounds. Transportation was a nervous event, as we towed this decidedly dodgy rig from Aviemore to Golspie, moving with great care as we limped up the A9, hoping nothing would fall off and that the Highland constabulary would be otherwise engaged. Arrival in the quiet seclusion of the croft was a relief, any further journey will I fear be to the “Scrappy” Chris, an 
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				enthusiastic alternative energy electrician volunteered his much appreciated services in constructing a PV solar power unit and Vanavasin installed a wood burner which all made for yet another of those cosy wee nooks.

				So the winter of 2019 saw one solitary figure in one solitary caravan braving the elements, being snowed in on only one occa-sion but regularly buffeted by strong westerlies which seem to funnel through the croft. The siting and orientation of any future building was going to be important in terms of shelter and there is clearly scope for a wind turbine! But first things first. Get landed, get settled and make a start on how this little enterprise was going to fit together.

				Dom arrived in the following Spring. He too had a nervous caravan transportation experience . . . another aged caravan with concerns of bits coming adrift in transit. But all went well and Dom set about making an aluminium box into a home for his partner Cecile and the children Tom and Julien. 

				The trials and joys of settling in is not my story to tell. It has always been understood that Vanavasin and Dom were indepen-dent and free to follow their own dreams as to how they wanted to live their new found crofting life, all be it within a wider Anam Cara remit. As I saw it, our commitment was nearing its end. Twobirds and I had set the whole thing in motion and, we were now happy to sit back and let things unfold as they would, while still holding to the bigger picture. What will hopefully be our last direct intervention was the planning application for three huts which was part of the original vision, one of which would be our long awaited retreat hut. I had chosen a potential site not long after acquiring the croft. It was an elevated location with a spec-tacular southerly vista taking in the Portmahomack peninsula, across the Firth to the Moray coast with the Cairngorm Moun-tains on the far horizon . . . a magical spot! 
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				After the ecstasy . . . the laundry and the realities of dealing with the planning authorities. I applied for permission under the auspices of the new hutting legislation recently established by the Scottish Government which permitted the construction of small huts for recreational purposes with much reduced regulatory requirements. Amongst a number of conditions, the hut’s size was limited to thirty square meters internal floor space and could not be regarded as a principle residence. There was also a presumption that the dwell-ings would not be connected to mains water and sewage facilities.

				A set of rather simplistic sketched drawings was submitted showing location, hut elevations and floor plan but were rejected as inadequate, so I employed the services of an architect to pres-ent a more professional design. Maitrishridia, a friend of old and now an ordained member of the Triratna Buddhist Order was happy to oblige and the upgraded drawings were duly accepted. A couple of neighbours objected with concerns relating to sani-tation. Apparently there were fears of effluent seeping down the slope towards their respective households. There were also con-cerns about increased road traffic past their road end on what had always been a quiet four household track. Further concerns fea-tured an increased risk of forest fire with habitations in or around the woods. I had a notion there might be objections from our con-cerned neighbours, change is so often deemed as undesirable with a gut reaction that says ”I object”. I have been an objector in the past myself, I know the mindset. Dialogue is the usual means of allevi-ating any disquiet. I had hoped that face to face communication of our intention might off set any fears but clearly our neighbours felt that they had to be expressed through official channels. 

				The planning office responded with a number of requirements, the most significant being the sanitation issue. Most worrying was the requirement to dig an inspection pit for percolation testing at each site. This would have been both costly and physically diffi-
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				cult to undertake given the hardness of the ground and intended location of the huts. 

				I was also surprised that the planners were taking such a hard line given the small amounts of waste that would be generated in the middle of a forty five acre croft and that all of it would be com-posted. I argued the case that all waste would be held above ground and given that no effluent would be produced there would be no seepage to the land, no need for a soakaway and therefore no need for a percolation test. Happily the planners accepted the logic of my argument. I hope my objecting neighbours were equally convinced but perhaps I will avoid that particular conversation!

				A second issue related to the duration of occupancy. It was understood that the huts could not be used as a principal resi-dence, however as if to hammer home their point the planners imposed a restriction of a three month residence only in any one calendar year. This I felt was far too restrictive and I appealed against this decision. Happily this too met with planning agree-ment and the period of occupancy was extended to nine months.

				Murmurings from the local community resurfaced yet again, with the planning authority informing me of a complaint they had received regarding the unauthorised siting of the caravans. I communicated my understanding that as tenant crofters Vanava-sin and Dom were permitted the siting of three caravans on their respective crofts, but accepted there was an issue regarding resi-dency. I was aware that it was Dominic’s intention to apply for permanent residence status, the complaint meant that the issue need to be dealt with sooner than later. 

				As the months rolled on Vanavasin, Dom and Cecile established themselves on the croft and in the local community and happily local agitation subsided. It was becoming clear that the original idea of building a few solitary retreat huts and establishing a tree nurs-ery was a distant priority. It had always been understood that the 
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				new crofters would define their own vision, it was important that I step back and just allow things to unfold as they will. My immediate interest now centred on my wish to establish our own hut which Twobirds and I had long dreamed about. Looking further down the personal rabbit hole and in particular my retirement, I was increasingly looking at ways in which I could include the hut and my connection with the land in an evolving lifestyle. I was thinking in terms of regular visits for some well earned quiet time and to simply savour the delights of living on a woodland croft. Vanavasin assumed ownership of the second of three approved hut sites which kick started his own version of the crofting life. The location and style of the final hut has yet to be decided.

				The decision to offer the crofting tenancy to Vanavasin and Dominic and their subsequent acceptance was the easy part. The bureaucratic process of registering the tenancy proved a deal more time consuming. Initial problems related to boundary discrepancies between the Crofter Commission and the Land Register which then involved the Grazings Committee in a time consuming paper chase. As I was unacquainted with the intri-cacies of crofting legal protocol, I employed the services of an agent to expedite the process. Consequently I was largely spared the hassle, unlike the unfortunate grazings clerk who was sucked into the lengthy administrative tangle. The problems were even-tually resolved. There then arose a second issue pertaining to access between the two newly established crofts. More letters more toing and froing. I had initiated the application to cre-ate the two new crofts at the end of 2019 the approvals finally arrived early in 2024, such was the speed of change. So Dom and Vanavasin were now officially my tenant crofters which, with puffed up pride, elevated me to the lofty status of “laird” all be it a rather modest version of this most prestigious of Highland titles . . . but alas, no feudal superiority!
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				Chapter 18

				Our Coothie Bothy

				Construction of our hut in the woods was very much a stop start affair, which on the one hand left lots of time to consider each step, but frustrating as we never seemed to build up any real momentum. Site preparation was straight forward with the felling of a few trees which were used in the construction of the frame. Most of the additional timber required was either wind blown casualties which needed to be removed or where trees were very close together, usually smaller in size which were ideal as roofing joists. Construction was undertaken in my usual haphazard fashion, with only the vague outline of a plan, more an artist’s impression than a building design. Submission of said plan to the authorities was a necessary formality but of no direct value in the actual construction and only represented a vague vision of the final outcome. This was surely going to be a “make it up as I go along” kind of a job, with the inevitable irregularities, mistakes and ‘ creative modifications’ to make it all ‘kind of’ fit together. 

				The rough siting of the eight foundation pillars (a couple of con-crete block in a shallow cement base) resulted in a rather irregular octagon, eight sided yes, but with each side of differing length. Perhaps that was just to be expected, it was going to be another 
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				bespoke special! The main posts, ring beam and supports were all cut from the forest, the chain saw cuts prior to assembly were not the best, but with each additional screw a reassuring rigidity came into being. The roof sarking further improved the situation and we attached and sealed a layer of roof insulation and finally draped a rubber membrane over the whole structure. This in turn was secured with a thick layer of chuckies retained around the roof’s edge. Burying a perforated drainage pipe in the round completed the rather original gutter arrangement. The above details taking a few minutes to write belies the actual time taken to get that far. Visits to the site were punctuated with long periods of absence followed by bursts of activity followed by yet more inactivity. Competing priorities, infirmity, weather and travel restrictions have resulted in a much protracted enterprise. 

				With the completion of the water tight roof we constructed the insulated floor and wrapped the whole structure in polythene for weather protection. The protrusion of a bed pod and entrance porch from the octagonal base, was followed by the construction of the window frames in the main living space, which comprised of very chunky tree stems grooved top, sides and bottom with a 

			

		

		
			
				A roofed and well ventilated structure
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				chainsaw to accommodate the double glazed windows . . . crude, cheap and effective in the best “Alastair tradition”. Two sides of the octagon were destined to be made of cord wood which basi-cally means setting a series of 300mm logs in a mortar mix and building up the wall as one would do with bricks. Pine logs were duly cut and left to dry for the next twelve months. Construction of the cordwood wall happened in May the following year, I was anxious to get it completed before the midge army assembled. I used a mortar mix of one part lime one part cement and five parts sharp sand. I laid two lines of mortar either end of the logs with wood shavings as a buffer/filler between. The wall was built up log by log shaping the mortar as I went. I was keen to include a number of bottles into the wall for colourful effect and, to this end I collected bottles of various size and colour and cut them to a length of 150mm joining the two ends together with duck tape and placing them randomly into the wall which steadily rose to the eaves. The bottles not only helped to break up the regularity of the cordwood but also allowed sunlight tinged with colours: green, brown, clear and blue into the main living space. The inten-sity of this passive light array is dependent on the intensity and orientation of the sun at any point in time plus ones positioning within the room, which all added a dynamic quality to the inte-rior decoration. The flue for the wood burner was worked into the wall and rendered solid with yet more lime/sand/cement, varying the proportions which resulted in subtle colour change. 

				The windows fitted . . . after a fashion, each with a different dimension, which was of course only to be expected. Additional grooves were cut between the window frames and main support-ing poles with pine cladding spanned between them. Insulation was added between the internal pine cladding and the outer shell of wood sarking to ward off the winter chill. The mouse inviting gaps in the assembly (and there were many!) were rendered pass 

			

		

	
		
			
				169

			

		

		
			
				improbable with the packing of wire mesh into all crevasses and a liberal application of filler foam to seal out the draught. Larger gaps were boarded up with timber and filled with a mortar mix which included a portion of sawdust to act as a crude form of incorporated insulation . . . all very makeshift . . . a continual exer-cise of problem solving on the hoof! 

				While muddling along with my own building, Vanavasin was keenly focused on getting his own hut in liveable order. Our building techniques differed somewhat! Alastair the chain saw carpenter and unapologetic hacker without any real plan, working with irregular building materials erected in an irregular fashion and Vanavasin, the craftsman, working to a precise prefabricated design measured to a tee and artfully assembled. As to the result, as you might imagine Vanavasin has a beautifully proportioned and crafted dwelling and my own . . . a tad more ethnic! I find it quite amusing to think that nobody in their right mind would design a building with the proportions that now constitute my hut in the forest which of course makes it utterly unique! I am equally amused by the notion that having started with irregularity as the base component the build demanded continual adaptation in an attempt to pull it all together . . . yet more uniqueness! Is this self praise and testimony of my wonderful creativity or masked castigation of my inadequacies as a wood worker?

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Alastair’s bespoke special wind and water tight
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				Work continued off and on for months as I danced between competing priorities. I decided on an engineered oak floor which seemed to raised the level of building sophistication to a new level . . . it looked fantastic. We were now fully wind and water 
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				Alastair’s bespoke special with cool interior

			

		

		
			
				From the other side
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				tight complete with bonnie floor and attention could now turn to the internals. Ordering the mattress seemed like a significant moment; then there was the kitchen arrangement to think about, the compost toilet and the solar array principally for lighting. I decided that the simplest electrical installation for our minimal requirements was a series of direct current LED spot lights connected to a leisure battery, which was in turn connected to a couple of solar panels with an inverter for charging the PC. I originally connected up the simple circuitry with a very light weight wire which duly melted as soon as I connected the battery. This is of course typical of my unresearched gung ho attitude . . . potentially setting the hut ablaze with the flick of a switch was not in the intended scheme of things! A heavier cable was duly installed. Twobirds now taking the lead on internal decoration had accumulated a variety of fabric off cuts and we were soon the proud owners of numerous curtains which transformed the somewhat spartan hut into another of these coothie wee dwellings. The wood burner seemed well adequate on the heating front which allayed fears that I might have to augment the roof insulation.

				Water was ducted off the roof into an insulated two hundred litre tank raised a couple of metres off the ground to give a gravity fed flow into the house with the over spill directed into several water bowsers. One of these was an old enamel bath which was raised on block with the idea of providing a wood fired hot tub at the strike of a match and a little patience . . . sounds like a good idea . . . yet to be tested! 

				I had promised Twobirds that we would spend our first night at the hut during the winter solstice. The bed pod faced east which meant the solstice sun, were it to shine, would light up our sleepy corner . . . Alas the solstice came and went and there was still lots to complete, we wanted our first night at the hut to be memora-
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				bly comfortable; there was no particular hurry. Our first week’s stay at the hut ended up being on the summer solstice 2023 which coincided with our twentieth wedding anniversary, which seemed like a fine way to celebrate the hut’s completion. I have the sense that this wee hut in this secluded corner of East Sutherland holds real promise as a wonderful sanctuary. A place to just be. 
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				Chapter 19

				Other Happenings

				As if there was not enough going on what with the various building projects and a busy retreat centre schedule, in an idle moment during the winter of 2019/20 we also started on the conversion of part of the barn to a craft studio. This was in keeping with the intention to provide the opportunity for community members to pursue some form of artistic expression.

				I had ceramic aspirations, Craig fancied wood turning and Margaret had long wanted to play with fused glass design while Will was interested in using acrylics and resin. So . . . lots of aspira-tion and as for the artistic talent . . . well we will just have to wait and see . The barn sits centre stage in the Anam Cara building cluster but has never been a particularly attractive feature. With the demise of the tree nursery, the barn’s use as a multipurpose horticultural building was no longer relevant . . . a tastefully pre-sented craft barn was a tantalising possibility. We lacked clarity as to what exactly we wanted, so started small by sectioning off one end and reckoned we would build it up from there. 

				As already mentioned, I have over the years become something of a hoarder, working on the assumption that things although not immediately required, might come in handy at some future 
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				date . . . not an uncommon crofting feature I would have thought, particularly if one has the space and of course nature abhors a vacuum! Such was the case in my accumulation of glass. I had amassed a load of assorted double and single glazed units over the years, this was their opportunity for rebirth. A couple of patio doors and two very sizeable single panes which had been half a double glazed unit in a previous life, were incorporated into the evolving internal structure. But the real gems of the glass haul were two half inch thick glass doors which must have been used as an entrance to a shop front or the like. I framed the glass with Douglas fir, in my characteristically rough fashion, much to the mild amusement of the more refined carpenters of my ken! By adding a couple of castors to each door, we ended up with a heavy duty . . . very heavy duty and slightly awkward sliding entrance to the now separated craft studio. 

				One problem with the tin roofed barn was condensation. We lived with it for years when the barn served as an agricultural shed, but the change of use meant a change of tack. It was decided to employ a contractor to spray the underside of the tin with a chemical foam. I would have to accept that the chemical addition to the roof space was environmentally suspect, but we felt we had no choice as any other kind of retrofit would have been very costly and time consuming. 

				Unexpected Happening 

				Early 2020 and rumours of a nasty virus became a reality with the countrywide Covid lockdown having huge global consequences. As far as Anam Cara was concerned all courses came to an abrupt halt with all the damaging financial and administrative consequences. Difficult as the situation was at Anam Cara and 
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				tragically for so many folks who lost loved ones, the fact that there were no courses and we were in isolation from the greater community resulted in months of opportunity to get into a host of activities around the croft. Work on the craft studio moved on a pace; interior decoration included a rough wood sarking back wall, a funky tiled floor in the pottery section and laminate flooring in the main studio space.

				The Healing Well Garden got a serious makeover and various groundworks which had been put off for one reason or another were now undertaken. Around the same time and still on the theme of the unexpected, the floor of our toilet and shower block . . . the “blue lagoon” was becoming somewhat spongy . . . not a good sign . . . however we did not expect the entire floor to be rotten to the core. I had, during the original construction, considered the solum to be well vented and decided that there was no need for a damp proof membrane . . . bad mistake. The level of moisture running off the steep bank at the back of the building 
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				The craft studio is born
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				resulted in a total melt down of everything biodegradable and it was clear the whole floor had to be replaced. Four inches of concrete over a plastic membrane was the chosen option, which is of course what I should have done in the first place! You live and learn . . . sometimes. The new configuration of two toilets and one shower looks rather pukka and is, we hope, impervious to the ever present threat of seeping moisture. Despite the significant modifications, the “add on” at the end of the barn still retains the “blue lagoon” feel.
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				Chapter 20 

				Straw-bale Build

				As the years trundle on, the prospect of retirement inevitably rears its head. While recognising that this will hopefully be a very gradual process, it was recognised that the time will come when the older members of our little community will take a back seat. I have long had the notion that provision for additional housing would have to be considered if we wished to live out our retirement at the centre, while ensuring adequate accommodation for a new generation of Anamcarites and the continuation of the project.

				I had pondered on the possibilities of a straw bale build for some time. It seemed to tick lots of boxes as both an eco build and as a structure that offers lots of community participation in its construction. I had an acquaintance with a guy who had some experience of building with straw and after some quiet debate, Edouard, a Frenchman who, by way of contrast had been a univer-sity lecturer in theoretical physics in a previous life, agreed to offer his services. It was our intention to build over a long time frame; there was no hurry, slow builds tend to be cheaper and hopefully less stressful . . . that’s the theory at any rate. We commenced land clearing in November 2018. Billy, a longstanding local friend 
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				who, in addition to being our computer guru and car mechanic extraordinaire also has skills as a digger driver . . . a handy friend to have around! Billy scrapped away the basic outlines of the site which revealed more of its architectural potential, with a clearer visual of the gradients involved and what might go where. I again approached Maitrishridia for her services as my architect and with that came the initiation of the planning permission process. 

				The planning application was submitted in autumn of 2019 and approved by Christmas. There were a number of basic features which defined the direction of travel. Timber frame with straw bale infill, single storey with grass roof, open plan kitchen/living room with two bedrooms, largely off grid with solar water heat-ing and wood burner as principal source of space heating and of course a compost toilet. 

				During these winter months I was approached by Gaspard, yet another Frenchman this time with carpentry skills, who was looking for a space to erect his Yurt for the next year or so. As it happened we had a disused platform which had been built a few years previously with the intention of hosting a yurt. While the original idea did not materialise, we were very happy to see the site suitably colonised. There was also an amazing Deja-vu in pro-cess. You will recall Vanavasin’s yurt living in the early days and his close involvement in the building of the Tuffty Top . . . well here was another yurt living carpenter, happy to take the techni-cal lead in a major building project and yet another instance of the right people arriving at the right time. A perfect matching of needs and wants! Gaspard’s partner Agathe, a fine art picture restorer was also interested in getting involved in the garden, all in all a very convenient and harmonious blending of mutually beneficial circumstance. Agathe fell pregnant early in the year and gave birth to baby Simone in October, the first babe in arms to live at Anam Cara.
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				The Green Light

				Permission for new house builds in the locality was difficult to obtain, however we argued the need on the basis that additional housing would be required to ensure the continued success of the centre when the older members of the community retired. Our reasoning was accepted and planning permission secured. The building warrant proved a more time consuming exercise due to the unusual nature of the construction materials. However Maitrishridaya persevered and the warrant was obtained by mid August the following year.

				As self builders will know, with not so much as a brick laid, regulatory requirements mean a heavy cash outlay. Architect fees, engineer’s fees, septic consultant fees, water and electric-ity connection fees, heating /insulation consultant fees, planning and building warrant fees, the list of creditors seemed endless. Grumble as one might, the list of approvals, permissions and ser-vice installations are a necessary part of the process so no point dwelling upon it. On the up side I felt I had a really good team and with the careful enthusiasm of the architect and several well versed carpenters in tow I felt the project was in good competent hands. 

				Various materials were acquired well ahead of time, which included all the double glazed units saving several thousand pounds in the process. The window dimensions of the building were adjusted to accommodate the pre-bought glazing thereby avoiding made to measure expenses. Six hundred bales of straw were acquired from a local farmer in late summer, which filled the barn top to bottom awaiting construction in the following Spring. Significant attempts to control rodent infestation were put in place, the last thing I wanted was to cultivate and subse-quently transfer a mouse problem to the new build.
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				Ground preparation commenced with the construction of a series of thirty eight concrete pillars which Gaspard placed with precise accuracy and so the foundations were born. Soakaways for the septic arrangement and rainwater were dug and filled with gravel. This concluded the ground work for the year. 

				The wood was purchased in November and delivered in February, which as it turned out was a very prudent move as wood prices sky rocketed due to international supply issues. The community car park resembled a timber merchants’ yard with what seemed a huge quantity of assorted building material. While much of the white wood was externally sourced, the post and beams were fabricated from locally grown Douglas Fir. Gaspard spent several weeks in early spring cutting a multitude of joints and stock piling numerous lengths which would be assembled on site. Being more of a wood hacker than carpenter, a point I have alluded to on several occasions! I was in awe of Gaspard’s precision and confidence in the final outcome. By April we were ready to assemble the main 
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				Pillar foundations
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				structure and with the assistance of a suitably sized crew, ropes and pulleys straining . . . wouldn’t you know it . . . it all fitted together beautifully . . . amazing! 

				With the post and beams now in position and scaffolding duly erected, the roofing trusts, sarking and breathable membrane were added in quick succession followed by the OSB sheeting and finally the rubber membrane. We now had the building’s skeleton in full view which was then wrapped in plastic sheeting. The full size of the structure was now glaringly apparent. It looked massive . . . was it too big?! This was going to a bold statement on the landscape – beautiful I have no doubt, more expensive than I had anticipated . . . almost certainly, ecologically sound . . . I’d like to think so, was it a bit over the top . . . even ostentatious . . . my humility trembled, but one thing was sure, there was no going back now! 
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				By early summer, the wooden frame was ready to receive the straw bales. We had scheduled a series of work weeks in the centre’s retreat programme with the express idea of offering a straw bale building course as an integral part of the building process. We felt it was a win win situation; the project benefited from the labour in what was a very labour intensive job and the participants gained valuable experience in an innovative building technique. We had a good response with about ten folks signing up for each of the three weeks assigned to the task. Responsibility for the straw component of the build lay with Edouard who had to balance the teaching component with making sure everything was straight and secure. Both Eduoard and I were well aware that the majority of the participants were totally new to the techniques involved and, in most cases, had never worked on a building site before, 
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				Strawbale interior awaiting the first coat of render
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				which raised serious issues of work safety. On the insurance front, I had been with the NFU for twenty years with hardly a claim, but despite my clean record they refused to insure the build. They didn’t know the builder, didn’t know the architect, we were using volunteer labour and it was an unconventional design with unconventional building materials . . . all in all . . . much too risky! So there it was, no accident or building insurance with a bunch of amateurs dangling from the scaffolding with straw bales, power tools and a barrel load of courage . . . so what was there to be concerned about? 

				Happily the work was concluded without incident with the last few bales secured by the end of the third week . . . wonderful . . . along with a significant sigh of relief. Edouard’s work in securing the straw walls was complete. He was less well acquainted with the lime rendering aspect of the build and I was left with a set of vague outlines and full responsibility for the process. I considered the possibility of bringing in contractors but the quote I received seemed wildly excessive and I decided to go it alone. 

				All the materials for the process were bought including sharp sand, a couple of tons of quick lime, pozzolan and man made fibres to strengthen the mix plus hessian matting for weather protection of the wet render. The quick lime mixing was an interesting spectacle, I had the use of a large cement mixer oblig-ingly offered by Norman my next door neighbour, which was ideal for the job. Quick lime when added to water results in a fairly intense chemical reaction which produces large amounts of steam. It was a bit alarming at first until I got used to it, care had to be taken to avoid splashes from the bubbling cauldron. The render was barrowed, load after load after load a hundred metres from the community car park / builders yard to site. We had been recommended to apply the render by hand as the mix had to be worked into the straw with some force,which proved to 
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				be a fairly exhausting process. Care had to be taken in handling the render, quick lime is especially corrosive, being rather unfor-giving on exposed skin and decidedly nasty on the eyes. Despite being well gloved and safety glassed for the exercise many an abrasive burn was suffered in the process.

				As the exercise ground on I became increasingly concerned about its structural integrity. The adhesion of render to the straw seemed flimsy to my untrained eye and I sought assurance from a local expert in such matters. This only added to my concerns. My advisor was not happy with the hand application, he would have preferred the use of a sprayer, suggesting that it made for better penetration (an observation I would come to dispute). He did not like the pozzolan / lime ratio I had been advised to use, he was unhappy about the degree of exposure of the site and it was getting late in the season to expect the render to cure prop-erly before the frosts arrived. He suggested I wait until the spring to complete the job which would have meant either retaining or rebuilding the scaffolding, yet more expense and then, as if to bol-ster my flagging confidence, he added that maybe, just maybe I would get away with it! It was all sounding very dodgy, the pros-pect of the render failing and having to repeat the process was decidedly unattractive! I also realised that if the render required any level of repair, I would always have to reconstruct the scaf-folding; given the height of the structure, ladders would not have been an option.

				I was beginning to have sleepless nights over the issue and decided, principally for peace of mind, that I would limit the render to two coats and finish the external structure with wood cladding. The building warrant people seemed OK with the change of plans which was good news. Having taken the decision I felt a palpable sense of relief. It added a couple of thousand to the building costs but I was in kent building territory, the 
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				Douglas Fir timber would look grand with no fear of the walls crumbling under a combination of elemental pressures. One wall around the entrance was completed with the four layers of plaster and left unclad. It has remained solid to date so I guess my concerns over the durability of the render were unfounded and it looks just grand. The horizontal cladding took a couple of weeks to complete with the very able help of Adam and Arbo both of whom had been involved in the straw bale component of the build. The building was now properly sealed against the elements and with considerable glee, we finally got rid of the scaffolding which relieved us of one significant financial burden. So, there she now stood, the straw bale build adrift on the hill-side in all its red wood glory.

			

		

		
			
				Standing proud
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				As the externals were slowly revealing their final form, the internals continued in concert. A breathable membrane was attached to the underside of the roof trusses and a reconstituted paper insulation pumped into the 400mm roof cavity. What with the tightly packed straw bale floor and walls plus the roof space filled to the gunnels with Warmcell insulation, this was going to be a seriously toasty dwelling. Neil, my electrician, inserted a multitude of cables in the ceiling prior to the fixing of the plas-terboard which completed the roof. It was now time to consider the internal partitions and of course the lime render of all the internal walls. A major bonus in the use of straw bales lies in the opportunity for curvatious window and door reveals plus the scope for irregular, one might say lumpy, wall surfaces. In keep-ing with this idea, I was keen to build curvy corners where ever practical and consider a variety of rough lime render finishes as a feature of the internal decor. We employed a contractor to spray on the render which certainly speeded up the process but it still had to be worked into the straw. There seemed to be no substitute for time honoured elbow grease. 

				Gaspard crafted the windows into their resting place with his usual and by now expected accuracy which finally sealed the build-ing . . . wind and water tight she now was . . . excellent. Gaspard was now stepping back from the build although always available for guidance should it be required. His input over the last year was invaluable but Craig, Will and I were now on our own for the rest of the build. 

				The internal colour scheme was now in focus; not perhaps my forte as evidenced by the fact that nobody seemed to like my primary sorties in this field. Indeed I became sufficiently over-whelmed with the possibilities of a colourful shambles that I decided to abdicate all responsibility in favour of Margaret’s and Skye’s keener sensitivities. Colour . . . nothing to do with me! 
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				The internal layout consisted of a wide hall giving access to two bedrooms and the toilet. The hall continued into the open plan kitchen /living room running alongside the elegant crossed beams of the Douglas Fir superstructure. The ceiling, four metres at the apex made for a very spacious feel with lots of light from lots of windows. There was a sense we had passed a milestone in the construction process. Time for a wee rest . . . not a bit of it . . . we started on the trenches for the rainwater, grey water and septic pipes. February snow gave space for some research on the septic system and solar panels I was intending to install, preparation for the construction of the veranda, consideration of the bathroom setup, ordering and laying of the pine floor . . . the list seemed endless . . . and I had not yet given any consideration to the door bell . . . such is the nature of DIY house building! 

			

		

		
			
				Final render
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				I have already made mention of the use of compost toilets on the croft, the design of which relied on gravity, sawdust and ventilation for their effective use. But now we were going high tech . . . in a compost toilet kind of way. We decided to install an Aquatron! This meant we could employ a flushing toilet but still compost the waste. The idea is quite simple. The contents of the flushed loo exit the building in the normal fashion en route to the aquatron which effectively separates the liquid from the solid by the use of centrifugal forces generated within the spiral moulding of the device, which in itself has no moving parts. The liquid is ducted off to the soakaway and the solids deposited into a down sized wheelie bin which can be wheeled away when full or more 
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				poetically when the brown conical peak has reached its zenith (leaving the visual to one’s imagination) and left to decompose in its own time. Apparently the process can be enhanced with the use of earthworms which results in a much reduced quantity of waste material . . . But then why am I calling it “waste” when it will be used as fertiliser on the raspberry canes. It might seem a little odd, but I find the compost toilet issue strangely engaging. I have on a number of occasions, described the workings and wonderful simplicity of this contraption with a kind of joyful glee much to the puzzlement of my audience who, evidenced by their stunned silence and bemused expression, did not share my enthusiasm on the subject! Following croft tradition a name was required for said installation, “Shit shed” seemed a little coarse, Poo palace a little posh we settled for . . . THE CLUDGY.

				While pondering on the alternative vibe, the solar PV arrange-ment was also coming into focus. The inclusion of a solar array in the new build was a part of the building control requirements. Because I had opted for a principal heat source that could not be regulated in a controlled manner ie a wood burning stove, I had to compensate this perceived inefficiency with a photo voltaic array. Although I was always keen to pursue an off-grid agenda as much as was possible it seemed unlikely that the PV’s alone would be sufficient to provide hot water all year round, Consequently I felt the need to install an electric shower as backup for the sun denied winter months. The siting of the PV’s became another debate. I was unhappy with the notion of a roof mounting as I did not want to breach the rubber roof membrane so was obliged to find a space in the garden. The chosen site required the removal of a portion of the cypress hedging I had planted those many years ago. Having hacked away a number of stems I discovered a Medusa-like cypress which by default, certainly not design, formed a wonderful backdrop to the solar instillation . . . the delight in revealing a hidden gem.
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				The PV’s were housed in large plastic buckets filled with ballast and connected to the main consumer unit. It was assumed that most of the electricity would be used by the 250 litre hot water tank which seemed to be the best way of utilising the power. Gas-pard convinced me that an electric shower would be unnecessary . . . the jury is out on that one!

				There was always a rough kind of order to happenings on the house, some of which were more relished than others. The turfing of the roof was a case in point. I was aware of having to build up a head of steam for this particular undertaking. The prospect of cutting and carrying 130 square meters of turf from around the croft was daunting and tended to be consigned to the “lets look at that later” timeline. 

				While pondering the options I was introduced to the idea of carrying soil onto the roof in hessian bags which sounded like an eminently good idea. I bought five hundred bags which were filled with earth that had been stock piled when clearing the site. We employed the services of a telehandler to lift the bags plus loads of loose soil onto the roof. As fate would have it just prior to the undertaking the whole community succumbed to the Covid bug. I was reluctant to delay the exercise so proceded with some paid assistance. The final roofing activity involved seeding the roof. I acquired a costly bag of wild flower seed apparently selected for green roofs and the seed was sown onto the hessian topped soil base which was thoroughly watered in over the next couple of weeks. I have never had a great deal of success with establishing a wild flower sward. This little exercise seemed to follow the same pattern. Germination was poor despite regu-lar bouts of irrigation. What did appear uninvited, but happily received was a good establishment of couch grass and several other native species which came with the transported soil . . . at no extra cost I might add. I adopted a casual acceptance of 
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				the species mix that finally colonised the roof . . . simply leaving nature to work its magic! 

				By mid May the courses at Anam Cara were in full swing. Numbers of participants were improving after the covid deba-cle while ground and building maintenance had to be attended which all added up to a rather staggered input on the new build. However the painting was nearing its completion, internals doors were hung and carpets laid. Completion of the engineered oak floor gave a real sense of the finished article. The house was begin-ning to look positively habitable, although a myriad of finishing touches seemed to take for ever to complete.

				Given the sloping nature of the site, the south facing corner of the build was a considerable height from the ground. As the decking straddled this corner the framing was well high! Chunky upright timbers and yet more cross bracing were required to ensure stability, but the result was a grand thirty square metre deck with outstanding views towards Inverness and the hills beyond.

				So what to do with this rather grand building? Gaspard and Agathe have a clear intention to build their own house in the vicin-ity although finding a site was proving a bit of a problem. It was agreed that they would live in the new build for a year or so while they try and find that illusive piece of land. The final intention as noted earlier is to use the house as community accommodation, however as I was now broke I was anxious to replenish the coffers to a reasonable level. This might involve the longer term renting of the property or perhaps offering the house complete with yurt as a short term retreat space for four or five people to do their own thing. The use of the building as community housing will likely coincide with the final retirement of the oldies and the need for young blood to carry the project forward. 
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				Chapter 21

				And in Conclusion

				Time marches on, trees get taller, the landscape settles in its own way, older buildings lose their shine and need increasing amounts of attention and those new builds just keep appearing. My spiritual journey had also matured. As alluded to previously, my consumption of literature had been superseded by a need to just be mentally quiet. The DharmaMind group of which I had been a part for many years took a new direction two years after Aloka’s death with the appearance of a new teacher. He promoted a Tantric practice which I could not relate to and so decided to go my own way. 

				As the association with my DharmaMind buddies faded I became increasingly drawn to the non dual teachings of a cou-ple of contemporary teachers, namely Nisargadatta Maharaj now deceased and a very much alive chap by the name of Rupert Spira. His commentary seemed wonderfully clear and sat very com-fortably with my current understanding and practice. My much belated discovery of YouTube, (I am a techno luddite and have only just acquired a smart phone), has become a much appreciated source of inspiration. I am aware of the dangers of becoming a “clip addict” and recognise that there is no substitute for sitting in 
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				solitary, quiet time, but I do hugely enjoy the wealth of inspiring spiritual commentary that my own little algorithm feeds up.

				Within the context of my love of the Buddhist Dharma I have a long-standing fascination for the Heart Sutra. This Sutra is commonly recited in the Mahayana tradition of many countries and serves as a manageable sized expression of the very much more extensive range of Prajnaparamita (perfection of wisdom) Sutras. The Prajnaparamita tradition explores the nature of real-ity . . . a heady subject which is certainly out with the scope of this book and my understanding to consider, but suffice it to say it undermines all mental constructs of who or what you might think you are. 

				Rupert Spira and a covey of other non-dual teachers explore this theme through the vehicle of Advaita Vedanta, which has its origins in the Hindu tradition and has attracted a lot of west-ern interest in recent years. Spira’s teachings focus on direct worldly experience; he investigates from a solid logical base with no recourse to a belief structure. The teachings challenge long established western cultural norms, suggesting that conscious-ness, not matter, is the foundation of reality. He suggests that thought, emotions, sensations, perception and the stories they create, including the story “I am my body” are all modulations of the mind and have no intrinsic self-existence, which is also a foundational principle in Buddhism. 

				Similarly, these mind-created stories, being totally condi-tioned by worldly experience, define the boundaries of the ego and the much vaunted human personality which in turn define a strictly limited view of reality. Mind and its interpretation of experience is considered the activity of awareness (conscious-ness and knowing are synonymous with awareness) which is recognised as the primary source of reality. It is further sug-gested that one must be aware of these modulations of the 
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				mind to bring them to life, as it were. But then comes the big existential question asked over the centuries . . . who or what is actually aware of these modulations of the mind? Who am I really? Individual experience is manifested by the awareness of it. No awareness . . . no experience. However, awareness itself has no objective qualities, therefore no boundaries, no limitations, the awareness which was there when one was born, is the same awareness that is present now, only the content changes. 

				Just to further the intrigue, awareness is there whether one is awake, dreaming or in deep non dreaming sleep. Taking things still further, it is suggested that awareness is present before one was born and will be there after one’s demise . . . it always is! So who is aware of this awareness? Awareness is aware of itself! This pure awareness is primal. It follows that from a human per-spective, awareness is the common denominator, impersonal, devoid of opinion yet common to all, it is what unites us. Spira suggests, in keeping with the Buddhist perspective that open-ing to simply being aware, without the layers of conditioning that divides, becomes the basis for unity and peace between all beings.

				Perhaps this all sounds too glib, too superficial too obscure maybe even totally absurd, especially for those folks unfamil-iar with the concept of “no self”, but I found myself enthralled with the commentary which like my understanding of Buddhist principles, simply rings true. It informs my life in a way that helps put the trials and tribulations of worldly existence into a healthy detached kind of perspective which in no way under-mines my passion for doing what I do. I feel it nurtures a fruitful balance between the secular and the spiritual which inspires, motivates and informs moment after moment after moment. I find myself captivated by the simple yet profound truth that . . . things are never finished and yet always complete . . . 
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				I find myself gazing at the gateless gate bemused yet inspired. I find myself open to the suggestion that enlightenment is a human birthright, everyone is Buddha. We open up to this truth with the diminution of the egoic self and as a natural conse-quence, manifest the latent sense of unconditional compassion which was there all along. What could be simpler, yet so difficult to truly practise!

				The maturation process evident in things spiritual, was also bringing clarity to the overall direction of Anam Cara as a proj-ect. The issue of succession which has run hot and cold over the years remains in a state of stasis. I, and indeed the other members of the community, have been jaded by a perceived complexity and time-consuming prospect of both initiating and administer-ing a charitable trust. As a community we revisited the question; why go to all the bother? It really boils down to three principal issues: how do we ensure the longevity of the project, how do we avoid what would be crippling inheritance tax when Twobirds and I are no longer of this earth, and how can this be achieved with minimum hassle and expense? 

				The current strategy favours the idea of establishing a simpler form of Trust which defines the use of the asset in perpetuity while maintaining the current management structure. When the time comes, the asset can then be transferred to a named charity best suited to further the aims of the project, thus avoiding the tax burden.

				What ever unfolds, the security of the asset, continuation of its defined purpose plus consideration of the aspirations of the remaining community members, particularly those who see a long-term commitment to Anam Cara will be central features of the evolving narrative.

				2022 proved to be pivotal year in several respects. The three-day working week was bedded into practice and a process of phased 
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				retirement of the older members of the community was estab-lished. Twobirds along with a group of enthusiastic shamanic practitioners, after a seemingly interminable process, finally managed to establish a charity named “Heart of the Wild” for the purposes of promoting Shamanic practices and more specifically establishing a venue for this purpose. It is interesting to note that this venture could never have happened if Twobirds had remained as part of Anam Cara. Her drive and that of her fellow trustees has resulted in the start of a whole new venture, one in which I am not directly involved yet will hopefully share in the excitement. 

				The year also saw a change in community members with the departure of Viv and Ushka although they maintain a strong personal connection with the project. When considering new community members we decided for the first time to advertise and undertook an interview process which furnished a remark-able number of very eligible candidates. We settled on Irish Nora and Canadian Kate. The arrival of new community members, particularly if they have a long-term commitment will doubtless add a different dynamic to proceedings, change is inevitable, as to what form that might take . . . time will tell. Margaret now finally savouring the prospect of partial retirement looks to the start of a new chapter, with Craig and Will each defining their own way forward with continued vigour and commitment. 

				For myself . . . well, the completion of this little book coin-cides with the completion of the strawbale build and the hut in the wood which is my cue to find that much longed for quiet time and the opportunity to listen to the wind. Despite my want to back off the building side of things, I must confess I still have a few ideas . . . never say never . . . but the prospect of a cleared desk and a redundant hammer is currently so very attractive I can think of nothing more appealing than simply being present without a “what’s next” . . . my mantra for retirement.
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				Enough!
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