IONA – THE LEGEND OF PORT BAN

The evidence is still there. If you take the track to the West Coast, turn right across the springy turf, and scramble over the gentle hills, you will come to a secluded bay.  Sharp black rocks and immutable sea threaten each other, fighting as they have done for thousands of years, but with no clear winner.

It is here that man first learned the power of the spoken word, woven into tales that first reflected his experiences. Later, they became more fanciful, until stories were told for their own sake, effecting laughter, tears, moral instruction, or simply diversion.

Is it possible that this collective story telling over millennia became absorbed into the rocks in ways we cannot understand?

To modern minds, beguiled by Windows 98, or dotcom technology, this seems fanciful.  But before you dismiss it, consider that ancient man would not have understood how a conversation could be held over thousands of miles, or how pictures could be sent through the air to your home.

So it is with us: you may find it unbelievable that rocks, sand, and sea can absorb the narrative skills of ancient man, long before Aristotle espoused the essentials of a story or a play.

But this strange alchemy is there, compounded into the rocks, no less credible than landing on the moon.  This metaphysical element is factored in to the rocks, the sea, and the sand.  And writers who have come here for inspiration have used it.

Few outside elite scholarly circles know that Geoffrey Chaucer travelled here to write what became The Millers’ Tale.  Centuries later, Shakespeare journeyed here from Stratford and in January 1608 wrote the first draft of The Winter’s Tale, whilst sheltering under the rocks.  If you doubt this, look closely at the text and you will find many clues and inferences that signal his knowledge of this bay on Iona.

Even the original folio of Henry V referred to King Harry saying “Once more unto the beach dear friends…” In later editions he corrected this to “Once more unto the breech…” Shakespeare acknowledged his source of inspiration many times, even referring, for instance, to “This sceptred isle.”

Many other writers have journeyed here; Pepys, Lamb, Addison, and Steel for example.  Even Dickens.  He wrote an outline of “Hard Times” sitting on one of the magnificently craggy rocks.

In modern times, Katharine Mansfield wrote At The Bay here, calling it Crescent Bay. .  Iris Murdoch came here to write The Sandcastle and of course, her Booker Prize Winner, The Sea, The Sea.

So there is considerable evidence of the story-telling influence of Port Ban.  Go there, and write.  

Remember the ancient wisdom:  When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.
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