Kevin Byrne, Lonely Colonsay, Island at the Edge, House of Lochar, ISBN 978-1-904817-07-9.

As any visitor to Colonsay will know, the island is pulsing with natural life, from the dung beetles to the myriad of birds, from the seals to the plethora of plants, both native and imported. Now thanks to Kevin Byrne’s new book, Lonely Colonsay, we can appreciate that Colonsay also pulses with the history of human activity, for it turns out that an island which might appear on the periphery now, was once right at the centre of activity in the northern waters, when these were the highway for peoples of Scandinavia, Ireland and points south. 
Kevin is familiar with the different periods he describes, as if he inhabits all at once the time just after the ice receded, when St Columba (probably) came to Colonsay, when the Vikings arrived, and when the Lords of Isles were in control. All these moments in history are woven with ease into more recent times, including events and conditions of the present day.
The island is firstly introduced with sections on geology, history and the flora and fauna. Then Colonsay is divided into its constituent farms, and each geographical unit is considered from a demographic point of view, followed by an annotated list of the significant monuments. Then come the suggested walking routes, which put the above material into context. Each area is treated according to its own peculiarities, since variety is one of the hallmarks of Colonsay.

At their best, the sections are like being taken on a walk by Kevin, experiencing the rich historic layers as well as the prodigious flora and fauna along the way. Occasionally the descriptions are enhanced with stories, such as Frank Nicolson’s vision of a 1920s garden party while digging a drain. No, really. Kevin uses many different sources which are of differing weights, but he treats them as a conversation, allowing this one and then that one to speak. Especially appreciated are the more recent voices such as Frank’s.

Gaining a balance between an informative discussion and a descriptive itinerary is notoriously difficult. I did get a little confused especially when working through the annotated list of sites, especially since there doesn’t seem to be a consistency in their Gaelic names, and they could not always be found either on the maps in the book nor on the ordnance survey map. Most of my queries, however, became clear when I turned to the walks, which gave a clear indication of where the sites were to be found.  

Lonely Colonsay is going to be a valued addition to existing guides to Colonsay, more so because it contains in a handy format information that can be found only in bulky or rare publications. This volume can fit easily into pocket or rucksack. And what could be better than having Kevin in your pocket as you set out on your favourite walk? I can’t wait.
