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Children travel to
school by plane

Second Folk Festival Success

Welcome to our first Spring issue
Welcome to the first issue of The
Colonsay Observer. A cornucopia of
wonderful news, tales and events
from the Isle of Colonsay. 

For those who are not familiar
with it, Colonsay lies to the west of
mainland Scotland in the group of
islands known as the inner Hebrides.
The larger island of Mull lies to the
north, Jura (where Orwell wrote
1984) to the east and Islay (the
whisky isle) to the south. Colonsay is
small (about 9 miles by 3) with only
one circling road with 2 spurs and
very few cars.

It is the perfect place to unwind
among the spectacular scenery of
machair, cliffs, lochs, long white
beaches, huge skies, and the calm
acres of Colonsay House Gardens. 

Colonsay is a haven for wildlife
and it is not uncommon to see golden
eagles, minke whales, wild goats and 
basking seals all in one day. 

We work very closely with 
environmental bodies to ensure that
the managment of the Estate land
preserves the natural habitats 
for birds, mammals and wildflowers. 

Now there is a regular air service
from Oban, in addition to the ferry
services, we are more accessible than
ever. So please, visit our website and
make a date to explore it for yourself. 

The air service has
changed the lives of the
island’s high school 
children that board at 
Oban High. Now they fly
in and out on a special
‘scholars’ flight’ each
weekend. The new
Oban–Colonsay route also
provides an essential link
for local people and boosts
the local economy. 

Colonsay held its 
2nd music festival 
last September with top
international performers.
The hall was packed for 
all the concerts and while
tickets for this September
have been snapped up it is

still worth coming to Colonsay for festival
week as we have lots of fringe events planned
and music all day and night as The Colonsay
hotel becomes the festival club until 4am each
morning. See website for details.

Colonsay Estate bookings, 
Isle of Colonsay, 
Argyll, Scotland PA61 7YU 
01951 200312 or 316
hotel@colonsayestate.co.uk
cottages@colonsayestate.co.uk

THE COLONSAY OBSERVER

See our new website
and book online!
www.colonsayestate.co.uk
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Colonsay House
Gardens news
Winter has been unusually cold
this year but I love the crisp
days and the crunch of ice
underfoot. In February, the 
first signs of spring appear in
the form of the aconites, snow-
drops, crocuses, hellebores,
cyclamens and winter jasmine.
By March the first scents of
spring are noticeable: purple
winter irises, first deep-red 
rhododendrons, narcissi,
hyacinth, tulips, magnolia and
daphne. With longer days and
warmer sunshine, April is the
start of our riot of spring
colour: rhododendrons and
azaleas, magnolias, cherry and
apple blossom, primulas and
olearia. In the woodlands all
around Colonsay House you
will also find wildflowers
including celandine, violets,
yellow primulas, wild garlic
and daffodils.

The gardens and the
Workshop Café will open on
31st March for the season. Run
by my sister-in-law, Katie, the
café serves delicious lunches
and afternoon teas on
Wednesdays and Fridays. The
gardens are stunning in early
spring, an essential part of your
holiday itinerary! 

M any of you are old friends, some of you will 
perhaps be discovering us for the first time. We

hope we can entice you to come and see all that we
have to offer first-hand. As always, the Estate offers 
an impressive range of wonderful, traditional holidays
in accommodation to suit all tastes and purses.
Whether you choose to stay in the small but perfectly
formed hotel, The Colonsay, or one of the large array
of cottages and holiday apartments, or the more simple

lodging offered by the Backpackers’, there is something for everyone.
With all this in mind, our new marketing campaign, which we will

launch in time for Burns Night in January, will be ‘Real Holidays Begin
on Colonsay’. Pass it on.

As a family-run business, like every other in the recent tough economic
climate, Colonsay Estate had a busy, and at times testing, year in 2009. 
We have implemented a number of important changes. Jane spent months
of tireless effort pulling together the information for our new website. It
was well worth it and we launched to great acclaim. We hope you have 
all had time to browse through it, but if you haven’t, please visit
www.colonsayestate.co.uk. The latest enhancement is to offer an online
booking facility for the cottages. It is now possible to see what availability
there is in your favourite cottage or apartment and book it immediately at
any time of the day or night. 

The Colonsay hotel continues to attract accolades and we had another
great entry in The Good Hotel Guide this year. Scott, our General Manager
and Becky, his wife, are now in their 4th year of managing the hotel and
cottages for us and make a formidable duo that remains extremely 
committed to providing our customers with the best possible service. After
her appointment last year, Arlene Campbell ably assists the team, looking
after bookings and the customer services side of things in the office. 

The cottages will be getting facelifts here and there this winter, 
particularly in the bigger houses. We are committed to be as ‘green’ as
possible and, as electricity consumption is a particular concern, we have
changed the way our visitors will pay for electricity (see page 5).

Further afield but no less importantly, we have been successful in our
bid to be part of a large agri-environmental scheme.

The Observer is intended to complement the incomparable service 
provided by The Corncrake (the island community’s online newsletter) 
and indeed we are proud and grateful to have essential contributions from
many of the people who live and work on Colonsay. It is a privilege to be
part of a community that is so pro-active in its stewardship of such 
an important heritage and culture. Although surrounded by beauty, our
remote community is fragile and thus the support our visitors give us is 
not only welcome but essential. We are truly grateful and we welcome 
your feedback. (Please send all comments and reflections to the Editor at 
catriona@colonsayestate.co.uk or at the Estate Office.)

Jane and I wish you all the best for 2010 and look forward to seeing you
on the island again very soon.

Colonsay House, January 2010  
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Native oysters can only be eaten if
there is an 'R' in the month. Happily
Colonsay is blessed with its own 
oyster farm growing Pacific oysters
which can be eaten year round.
Colonsay oysters were recently voted
‘Scotland’s Best’ by the Scottish
Shellfish Growers Association. 

Oysters are fantastically nutritious.
They are extremely low in fat, 
cholesterol and calories, while being
high in essential minerals. There is
plenty of space in The Strand for
each oyster to feed – did you know
that each day an oyster will filter its
food from 40 litres/8 gallons of
water? Our clean waters produce a

pure taste that delights the most 
committed oyster fans. 95% of them
are sold to the mainland but you can
also buy direct by the kilo from
Andrew by calling 01951 200365.

Whats on? ...

Up with the Farmer

January
• 31st: Burns Night at The
Colonsay hotel.

March
• 17th: Hotel opens
• 31st: Colonsay Gardens open
every Wednesday & Friday 
12– 5pm, Garden Café open 
for lunch and afternoon tea.

April
• 3rd: Easter Ceilidh in the
Village Hall
•  4th: Easter Sunday – Easter
Egg hunt at The Colonsay.
• Easter Golfing competition.
Open to visitors.
• Easter Clay Pigeon shooting
competition. Open to visitors.
• Easter: Island versus Visitors
football match. 
• Easter weekend: Mystery
Drama (to be announced!)

Great improvements are
underway on the farmland.
We have also been successful
in our bid to be part of a large
agri-environmental scheme 
sponsored by the Scottish
Government. This has enabled
a significant amount of 
capital work over the last
year, including over 10km of
new fencing, a bracken-
eradication programme and
also more effective rabbit-
control measures (both 
bracken and rabbits threaten
indigenous flora and fauna). 

Island in Focus ... Oysters

In mid-winter, although the days are
short, there are always some good
spots to find a wide variety of birds.
A walk along the coast & shoreline
can be very rewarding with great
northern & red-throated diver 
fishing in the many bays along the
east coast, especially off Scalasaig,
Cable Bay, the mouth of The Strand
and around Oronsay. Keep a look out
for otters fishing close inshore. Large
flocks of eider feed along the east
coast too, along with a few black
guillemot and a host of gull species.
Waders could include 
turnstone, purple sandpiper, ringed
plover & dunlin. Last December,
RSPB staff spotted a pod of three
bottle-nosed dolphins whilst walking
the coast on Oronsay. 

During these months, keep a look
out at the same time for golden
plover, lapwing & curlew. Birds of
prey are well represented on the
islands, with hen harrier hunting the
moorland, buzzard, kestrel and 
peregrine can be encountered 
anywhere inland and on coastal
cliffs. Merlin start to migrate through
in April, mostly moving 
further north. Resident golden eagle

are often seen from the track up to
Balnahard. White-tailed eagle are
rare, however, one was on and
around Oronsay for most of
December 2009.

In the woodlands, especially
around Colonsay house, keep a look
out for long-tailed tit, treecreeper,
mistle-thrush and goldcrest along
with all the common woodland
species. 

The sand dune areas are often the
best place to see red-billed chough,
as well as twite, and by mid March
the first of the summer migrants
appear, such as wheatear. 

Mike Peacock, Manager RSPB,
Oronsay.

Birdwatch: January–April
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1.5kg waxy potatoes, scrubbed and 
halved

6 generous sprigs rosemary
3kg leg Colonsay lamb (or Scottish)
Salt and pepper
1 glass dry white wine
4 large handfuls wild garlic, soaked 

in cold water for 10 minutes

Preheat oven to 230°C/gas mark 8.
Arrange potatoes, cut side up, in the
roasting tin. Scatter over rosemary.
Season with salt and pepper. Place
leg of lamb on top of the potatoes
and season with salt and pepper.
Place in the oven for 30 minutes.

Lower the oven temperature to
160°/gas mark 3, pour in a glass of

white wine and roast for 45 minutes
to 1 hour depending on how you like
your lamb. Remove potatoes which
should now be cooked and keep
warm. Leave the lamb in the roasting
tray for 20 minutes, covered with tin
foil in a warm place.

Remove the lamb, discard the
rosemary and place the roasting tray
over a moderate heat. Add the
washed wild garlic to the roasting
tray. Stir and coat in the juices and
allow to wilt – about five minutes.
Slice the lamb and serve with the
potatoes and wild garlic and juices. 

Food writer Hugo Arnold is partner
and food consultant to The Colonsay.

This historical walk may be largely
unknown, even to regular visitors. 
It’s tricky to find evidence of these 
bowers in high summer without a
guide. In spring, however, while the
bracken is low, it’s an easy excursion.

Balavetchy is the unpopulated area
of approximately 1 square mile, 
running east from Kiloran Bay to the
coast overlooking Eilean Olmsa. The
name of the area is really Am Baille
Mhaide, ‘The Pole Farm’, in 
reference to the oaks in A' Choille
Mhor (‘The Big Wood’) which were
coppiced to produce rafters for the
monks, ribs for boats and roof-
couples for the cottages.

Where might the ladies in the
party of the ‘Old Laird’ or his cousin
Archibald have sought protection for
their complexion whilst walking out
there in the 1820s? There is 
reference by Murdoch MacNeill of ‘a
path through Coille-mhor’, 
leading to An Tigh Còintich (‘House
in the Moss’) at Cul Salach (‘Muddy
Bottom’). Until mid-May, this route
can be easily explored – the path
crosses a bridge at NR 41052 96635,

at the head of the impressive Glaic
an Uinnsinn (‘Ash Ravine’).

Indeed there is evidence of at least
5 picturesque arbours, which would
have afforded shade or shelter and
pleasing vistas, either in Balavetchy
or the vicinity. A cottage stood 
within the fortification on Eilean
Dubh Iain Mitchel in Loch an
Sgoltaire, and others at Uamh na
Baintighearna (‘The Lady’s Cave’)
and Dùnan nan Nighean (‘Home of
the Maidens’). On the south side of
Cnoc Inebri (‘Meadow-slope Hill’) a
small grove of sycamore was planted
beside a very romantic ruin, and
there seems also to have been a small
shelter on the east side of Eilean
Olmsa. There was even a Tigh
Samhraidh (‘Summer House’) on 
the knoll of the meadow before
Colonsay House.

Kevin Byrne usually leads a walk on
Saturdays through a specific area –
this year it will be through
Colonsay’s ‘massif central’, but other
routes can be arranged. See details
on www.colonsay.org.uk

Roast Leg of Colonsay Lamb with Wilted Wild Garlic   Serves 6

Island Art & Culture

Colonsay has always been 
both haven and inspiration to
countless artists and writers. 

Throughout the season there
are exhibitions held in the Old
Waiting Room Gallery down at
the harbour. Opening times are
advertised in the shop and on
our website. 

At the north end of the island
Julian Meredith created the
Colonsay Whale in 2005. It is
525 feet long, made using
stones from the raised beach
between Balnahard and Kiloran.
Walkers are invited to fill in the
outline with a stone or two
when they pass.

Wild garlic appears from early
spring and runs through to early
summer when it starts to get
sinewy and tough. In The
Colonsay we chop it into 
anything from gravy to omelettes
to pasta sauces for a mild garlic
flavour. Picking should be done
away from the roadside. The
flowers, when they appear, can
also be eaten and make a pretty
addition to salads.

Colonsay Heritage – 19th-c Pleasure Grounds  
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Balerominmhor sits in a spectacular
position at the end of a mile-long
track looking out south-east to
Jura and Islay. It sleeps 10 and is
one of our most popular larger 
houses. Just a short walk below is the
stunning white sand of Cable Bay.

Every winter we upgrade our holiday
cottages where we can. Our regular
visitors will almost certainly find the
demise of the old electricity meters
in the cottages our most exciting
development. The dreaded tokens 
are a thing of the past! We are 
introducing a simple deposit system
and electricity charges will be made
at the end of your stay. (The meters
in the apartments at Colonsay House
will remain at the moment.)

Along with improvements and
upgrades to various cottages we have
also been working on our website –
you can now book online. 

You can also receive updates and
news of developments by becoming 
a fan of Isle of Colonsay Estate
Cottages on Facebook!

The Colonsay hotel
We bought the hotel in June 2005
and then embarked on an enormous
journey of major refurbishment and
learning about running a hotel and
restaurant. It has definitely had its
moments! However, with Scott and
Becky Omar, our managers, in their
4th year with us, the hotel goes from
strength to strength. We hope our
combination of friendly service,
relaxed surroundings and delicious
food, not to mention the WIFI 
connection, will draw you in again
and again. Do also keep the

Colonsay in mind for a special 
private party, we are building a real
reputation for organising exceptional
wedding, birthday and anniversary
celebrations. We are also unique in
serving our very own Colonsay-
brewed beer on tap, no other island
can lay claim to that!

Colonsay Estate Cottages News

Colonsay Stores
It’s a great idea to order ahead
and have a box of provisions
waiting for you to pick up at the
shop as soon as you leave the
ferry. Email your order direct to
info@colonsayshop.net, or call
Mike on 01951 200266. And
check out the shop’s new 
website www.colonsayshop.net

Island News

• A new GP has been appointed.
This is great news for many
reasons, not least that the
appointee is no less than Dr
Dave Binnie (brother of Liz
McNicholl, Colonsay General
Store) and his wife Dr Jan
Binnie. Three generations of
Binnies have been visitors to
Colonsay. Therefore we get two
doctors for the price of one
(with a teenage family which
always breathes new life into
the community)!
• Colonsay sent about £1800 for
the poppy appeal – which is a
fantastic achievement for a
small island population. 
• The ‘Bat Man’ was here last
summer and by comparing his
recordings he informed us that
we have two different sorts of
pipistrelle bats.
• Lots of close-in sightings of
basking shark last summer. 
• Seal numbers last autumn
were generally agreed to be
pretty spectacular.
With many thanks to Georgina
Hobhouse

Highland Airways flies between
Colonsay and Oban twice a day on
Tuesdays and Thursdays. It is a 
wonderfully scenic 12-minute flight
in the airline’s 8-seater twin-engine
plane. 

The flight is popular with visitors
and islanders alike, but it is perfect
for hotel guests looking for a short
break. The Colonsay Landrover 
happily transports guests to and from
the air strip. Flights can be booked
online at www.highlandairways.co.uk

Colonsay’s scheduled air
service a big success
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Readers’ Competition
In launching The Colonsay
Observer our aim has been to 
create an opportunity for our 
friends and supporters to be made
aware of what is happening on the
island and what treats lie in store
for our visitors. 

We also hope that this 
forum will help us to improve 
your holiday experience by 
soliciting your feedback. How 
can we improve the experience of
or our visitors? Please do send all
your comments, memories and
stories to the editor
(catriona@colonsayestate.co.uk).

This time we would particularly
like to hear about your favourite
memories of Colonsay. The author
of the best letter will receive a
bottle of champagne and see
(approx. 100 of!) their words in
print in our next issue.

We look forward to hearing
from you. Catriona – editor.

We run seasonal offers for the holiday cottages and the hotel throughout the
year. For example, we are offering 3 nights for the price of 2 in the hotelin
March and April – please visit www.colonsayestate.co.uk or call Arlene on
01951 200 312 for more details.

Why should Johnnie Boden get all the friends? Send us names, postal and
email addresses of 3 friends not on our database who you think would like to
receive future copies of our Observer and get either a bottle of champagne
when they book a holiday or 10% off your next booking– you decide.

We are now on Facebook! Become ‘a fan’ of our page – Isle of Colonsay
Estate Cottages – Real Holidays Begin on Colonsay to get news and offers.

The cheeky choughs have
hidden lots of island names 
in this wordsearch. Can you
find the following (and also 
a mystery 4-letter word
mentioned on page 5)?

Island statistics

Number of….
Islanders............................ 120
School pupils........................ 9
Flights per week................... 4
Ferries per week (winter).... 3
Ferries per week (summer).. 5
Number of churches............ 2
Number of GPs.................... 2
Folk Festivals........................ 1

Last minute news and offers

Colonsay Estate, 
Isle of Colonsay, 
Argyll, Scotland, 
PA61 7YU
www.colonsayestate.co.uk

Bookings: 
Tel: 01951 200316 or 312
cottages@colonsayestate.co.uk
Editorial: 
catriona@colonsayestate.co.uk

Editorial details – please keep in touch with us

KIDS• COMPETITION

Competition open to those 12 years old or under. Photocopy or
scan your completed puzzle and post or email it to Catriona at
one of the addresses below for a chance of winning a £10 book
token. Names will be drawn at random. One winner will be chosen
in February/March/April. Winners will be notified.
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