The day life on Eigg changed forever

Bill Currie
West Highland Free Press, 13th June 2002

Wednesday of this week marked the fifth anniversary of the community buy-out of Eigg. BILL CURRIE visited the island to see how things had change.
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Maggie Fyffe, who spearheaded the Eigg buy-out
Run-down and unstable is probably the best description of Eigg before the community banded together to buy the tiny island five years ago.

The old tearoom was dilapidated and tilting above the pier road; the pier was inadequate for anything but flit boats to laboriously transport cargo and passengers ashore from the ferry which served the island; and much of the housing scattered around the three-by-five-mile island was in a state of constant disrepair.

Worst of all, the future of its people - the underpinning of any community - was unstable. There was no way for residents to put down roots. Croft land is limited on Eigg. Leases were virtually non-existent, and the entire island had been in the hands of increasingly erratic private owners.

The bottom line was that most residents on Eigg had little access to a secure future.

This week the islanders were marking the fifth anniversary of the day they stopped the line of feudal ownership and bought it for themselves, with public support, from the so-called German artist "Doctor" Maruma. This week they were readying themselves for speeches and reminiscences of the 15-year fight for stability on the island.

It was on 12th June 1997 that the residents bought the island for £1.75 million, aided by a £1 million gift from an anonymous donor. In fact, it was purchased by the Isle of Eigg Heritage Trust - a partnership involving the residents of Eigg, the Highland Council, and the Scottish Wildlife Trust.

By Saturday, some 200 visitors from the "outside world" are expected to overwhelm the island for a traditional ceilidh in the village hall.

From time to time during the last five years, the "outside world" has heard bits and pieces of news from Eigg, such as planning applications for a new shop, a tearoom, a craft shop; plans for a hydro-scheme here and there; grants for building and fixing up this and that.

All pretty abstract stuff until you set foot on Eigg, which seems to be proving that community buy-outs such as those on Eigg, Assynt, Gigha and Knoydart can work - with time.

So the visitors this week will see for themselves real signs of a new Eigg - as stable and confident as An Sgurr, the mountainous rock that dominates the landscape like the prow of a birlinn (open wooden sea boat)
THE flit boat still moves back and forth in the harbour under the watchful eyes of a colony of seals. But so do huge tugs and barges moving rock and rubble from the mainland to lay a causeway to a new pier that will soon provide berthing for modern ferries.

Fated for the wrecking ball, the gutted old tearoom is dwarfed by an attractive complex of buildings that include a new shop and post office, a tearoom and a craft shop where tourists can spend their holiday cash.

They may not fulfil the tourist's vision of a bucolic isle of the Gaels, but the big orange contractors' caravans clustered on the hill above the bay are a sure sign that things are happening for the community on Eigg. It is more than a dream today. It is hands-on happening.

To begin with, the trust is directly responsible for 24 full and part-time jobs on the island. Five years ago there were some 70 residents on Eigg. Today there are 76, after some births and deaths. Twenty-four jobs can mean the world to a community of 76.

Up the road and around the bay, big, blue water pipes lie unconnected on the ground, ready to hook up to an old mill race for a state-of-the-art hydro scheme that will power a cluster of houses. It is the first of a variety of small, renewable power schemes planned for the island.

Further along, workmen are replacing a slate roof on Kildonan House, the old estate farmhouse. It is now leased from the trust by Colin and Marie Carr. They live in it and operate it as one of two guest-houses on Eigg.

In the middle of the island, the Scottish Wildlife Trust is employing locals to regenerate the forest habitat, home to 191 species of birds, 400 species of plants and 15 species of butterflies

Over in the crofting township of Cleadale, new and renovated houses line the road above Ling Bay.

The Carrs' son, George (23), left Eigg to study agriculture. Today he is back with a lease from the trust for the Ling Farm, one of the three farms owned by the estate. His father, Colin, was at the centre of an event that precipitated the fight for the land.

He was the estate manager in 1994 when former owner Keith Schellenberg handed him an eviction notice and told him to be out by New Year. That ignited the residents of the island.

The more public face of the campaign to free themselves from the whims of inactive and recalcitrant landlords was Maggie Fyffe, a persistent woman with an allergy to the kinds of injustices Eigg residents suffered under absentee ownership.

NO ONE seems to know why Eigg is still known as Eilean nam Ban Mora, Island of the Big Woman. But given the energy Fyffe has invested in the community, it may have been a prophesy.

Today she is one of the two staff of the Isle of Eigg Heritage Trust, which has offices above the shop in the new community centre.

The trust is a registered Scottish charity with three members - the Eigg Residents' Association, the Highland Council and the Scottish Wildlife Trust (SWT). Each appoints directors to the board of the trust. Two directors are appointed from the council and the SWT. The Eigg Residents' Association has four directors appointed to the board, and there is an independent chairman - the Stornoway-based solicitor Simon Fraser.

There are now three subsidiary companies of the trust: Eigg Trading Limited, which owns and operates the centre at the pier; Eigg Tearoom Limited, which operates the tearoom; and Eigg Construction Limited, which handles small building and renovation contracts.

After 18 years of agitating and raising a family on Eigg, the mantle of administration doesn't fit Maggie Fyffe too comfortably.

"It's all about budgets and planning now," she said last week in a weary voice. "If I had known what this would be like when it all started, I might have thought differently."
But she still seems to be game, because there is much more work to be done - as evidenced by a chalk board in the trust office filled with future projects.

The big question seems to be what to do with the last sign of dilapidation and inaction on the island - the Big House that sits below Sgurr rock in an exotic garden of tropical plants, a vision of Victorian excess.

Right now, there are three possibilities for the villa-style building, Fyffe says: an upmarket hotel, a complex of self-catering units or a multi-use field centre.

But that is a question that will be put eventually to the residents. The board of the trust is constituted so that it takes advice from the residents who vote when issues are put before them. Only once, Fyffe said last week, has the board had to vote among themselves to make a decision.

A wise strategy, since local politics would seem at this point to be the only possible barrier to continued prosperity on Eigg. Though it has not raised its ugly head on Eigg, it would be a rare community in which politics did not create divisions.

Pascal Carr - no relation to Colin and family - and Catherine Davies are the newest residents on Eigg. They arrived two years ago, rented an old house, cleared some boggy, overgrown land and are valiantly trying to cultivate an organic market garden. Carr, a mechanical engineer who left a job building radar devices for the Ministry of Defence, does odd jobs in the community. Davies is a local school assistant. To them, the future is about employment.

"It's a very hard life," Catherine said. "There aren't that many jobs available. And you know, there's more to life than a beautiful view."
Davie Robertson - the lone taxi operator and a native of Glasgow, who was part of the campaign for community ownership - sees the sunset from a different angle.

"Actually," he said, "people coming in here now have an easy time of it. Fifteen years ago, you didn't have access to anything." And, as in so many similar communities, a brooding, pervasive presence occupied the big house. A lot has changed on Eigg.
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THE FUTURE OF EIGG: Two young residents enjoy ice lollies during last week's heat wave
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