
Incident at 
Dunagoil

by Allan Martin

WE OFTEN visit the Isle of Bute; it’s easy to get there 
and back in a day from our home in Greenock, and 

since the introduction of RET the ferry prices are more 
affordable, especially as there are now just the two of us 
again. Dunagoil is one of our favourite places on the island. 
It’s a ridge-like outcrop on the island’s west coast, and, as 
the name suggests, there was an iron-age fort there. You 
can still recognise bits of the stone walls. We park the car in 
the layby on the single track road that runs down to the old 
monastery site at Kingarth, and walk down a track between 
two big fields to the gate in the wall at the end. The narrow 
path that gets you to the summit is near the south end of the 
ridge on its eastern flank. Once on top, you can see up and 
down the coast of Bute, but especially fine is the view across 
to Arran. We bring a picnic and eat it sitting near the cliff at 
the northern end where we can see the sun gilding the water 
below and beyond it the cloud hanging over the peaks that 
form the Sleeping Warrior. As the seasons change, so does 
the view, from Alpine snowscape through rain-girt gloom to 
the jagged profile rising sun-warmed from the heat haze.

This was a spring day, a Friday I think, sunny but cool, a light 
breeze from the south-west hinting that cloud might be on 
the way. That day I’d made the sandwiches – smoked salmon, 
egg mayonnaise and rocket – and we were just finishing off 
with a choc chip muffin when we noticed the family below, 
on the shore below the cliffs. Two adults, he in a red and she 
in a green waterproof jacket, a youth in a black jacket and 
jeans, and a dog, a small brown one. As we watched, Anne 
said to me, “Look, the parents aren’t speaking to each other; 
they’ve had an argument about something.” I hadn’t noticed 
– I’m a man, after all, we’re not good at noticing things like 
that – but when I did focus my attention on them, it was 
clear. Each of the three adults moved alone, walking apart 

All of a sudden 
the man hit the 
woman, slapped 
her hard across 
the face so that she 
staggered back a 
few steps

from the other two, while the dog ran 
about between them. 

As I watched the man drew close to 
the woman – they were clearly talking 
but I couldn’t hear what was being said. 
The son stood a little way off, watching 
them. All of a sudden the man hit the 
woman, slapped her hard across the 
face so that she staggered back a few 
steps. The son hurried over to her and 
put an arm round her, looking at the 
man as if daring him to come on. But 
the father turned away began to walk 
around the rock pools as if the others 
did not exist. He picked up a stick and 
threw it for the dog to chase.

“No-one has the right to behave 
like that,” said Anne, “We should do 
something about it. Report it to the 
police or something.”

“That could be difficult,” I said, “We 
don’t know who they are. And we don’t 
know whether the wife would welcome 
the police being brought into it.”

“If he does that again, we should 
certainly report it. We could follow 
them back to the car and get the 
number. Then it could be passed on to 
the authorities where they live. Maybe 
Social Services already know of them.”

Dunagoil (centre) and Little 
Dunagoil (right); Arran behind



We busied ourselves with packing up. 
Then we clambered back down the 
path. Back on the low ground again, 
however, Anne suggested we go up 
Little Dunagoil. That’s a kind of junior 
version, a smaller echo of Dunagoil, a 
ridgelet lying to the east of the main 
one. We went straight up the steep 
grassy side, my rucksack lighter than 
before lunch, and soon stood at the top. 
Little Dunagoil had been fortified too, 
and the line of a rampart was visible 
under the turf. The day was still clear, 
although clouds were beginning to form 
in the west. Looking towards the road, 
we could see the gate in the wall, and 
the track that led up to the road. The 
big field to the right of the track had 
something starting to grow in it, a bright 
green frosting on its brown surface. The 
field to the left extended from the track 
down to a little bay; it had cows in it, 
amongst them a few calves. The cows 
were spread out across the field, some 
had even made their way down to the 
beach and were standing on the sand. I 
wondered whether they ate seaweed.

Then we saw the family, presumably on 
their way back to their car. This time 
the son and his mother walked ahead, 
and the man lagged some distance 
behind, occasionally picking up stones 
and throwing them aimlessly into the 
sea. The dog rushed into the water 
after each one, stood in the shallows, 
then returned without success to 
await the next cast. It was an odd sort 
of beast, maybe part pit bull and part 
west highland terrier, an odd mixture. 
Perhaps that would make for a more 
excitable or aggressive animal. I don’t 
know anything about dogs.

After one angry-looking throw, the man 
looked towards the woman. “Bitch!” he 
shouted, “You bloody bitch! Why don’t 
you just clear off. We don’t need you. 
Do we, son?”

The woman paused. Was she going 
to respond. Then the son put his arm 
round her again, and was talking quietly 
to her. They moved on, ignoring the 
man, came to the gate in the wall, and 

turned up. And farmers aren’t that 
careless. Cows are money to them.”

“Another walker?”

“But we didn’t see anyone. And there 
weren’t any other cars in the layby.”

“What are you thinking, Anne?”

“What if she opened it herself, as she 
passed?”

“It wouldn’t have been that easy. You 
have to hold the gate up while you flip 
the wire over the gatepost.”

“Maybe the son helped.”

“But she told the man to keep the dog 
on the lead.”

“Perhaps she knew just how he would 
react.”

“Should we tell the police?”

“Tell them what? We didn’t see the gate 
being opened. And we weren’t watching 
it all the time, so it’s quite possible 
somebody else nipped down and 
opened it. It’s not likely, but it’s possible. 
All we have is a suspicion.”

The next day the incident was reported 
in the newspapers as a tragic accident. 
The Scottish government was blamed 
for failing to control criminal elements 
on the island. It was pointed out that 
such a tragedy had never occurred 
before the arrival there of Syrian 
refugees.

between two of the cows, and then sank out of sight. The 
cows moved casually about. 

As we reached the flatter ground in front of the gate in the 
wall, we could see the lumbering crowd began to disperse. The 
threat had been dealt with. One made its way back through 
the gateway into the field, the others drifted after. Even before 
the last one had gone, I was at the gate in the wall, while Anne 
had her phone out to call emergency services.

When I got through the gate onto the track I could see that it 
was too late for anything. The dog was no more than a darker 
patch in the trampled mud. The man was more recognisable, 
by the occasional glimpses of the red top and blue denims. 
His head was a reddish patch of blood, brain and mud, with 
white fragments of bone here and there. The rest of him was 
as crushed as a herd of cows could manage. It was as if he 
had been flattened out and then carefully blended into the 
consistency of the mud.

At the top of the track, the woman and the boy stood as 
if transfixed. Anne hurried past me on up to them, put her 
arms round them, partly to comfort, partly to keep them 
from coming back. Meanwhile I shooed the last lingering 
bovine back through the gate into the field, and shut it, which 
required hitching a loop of think wire over the gatepost, no 
easy task as it was necessary to lift the gate at the same time.

When I finally reached the mother and son, they still seemed 
dazed. “That dog were always a bad un,” said the woman, “He 
were always going to end up summat like this.” A North of 
England accent. We stayed with them till the ambulance and 
the police arrived.

Later on, as we sat on the ferry back to Wemyss Bay, Anne 
said to me, “The gate into the field was shut when we walked 
down. I’m sure of it. Who could have opened it?”

“The farmer?” I suggested.

“No. We’d have seen all the cows moving towards him if he’d 

passed through onto the muddy track between the fields. 

The man continued throwing stones into the sea, and we 
could hear him muttering to himself, though the words were 
unclear. We watched the dog rushing into the shallow water, 
yelping furiously, then dashing back again. Eventually the 
man drifted off towards the gate in the wall, and opened it for 
the dog to bound through before following.

The dog immediately caught sight of the cows, and started 
barking at them.

“He needs to get that dog under control,” said Anne, “Those 
cows aren’t going to like it.”

The woman and the youth had almost reached the road now, 
and paused, I supposed at the sound of the barking, to look 
back. Beyond them, in the layby, the only car other than ours 
was one of those big grey tanks. I supposed it was theirs. The 
woman shouted back to the man, “Get him on the lead, Geoff. 
He might start chasing the cows.”

“Piss off!” shouted the man, “Let the bugger enjoy himself for 
once.” Then he turned to the dog. “Go on, Buster, you show 
those women who’s the boss.” The dog ran up to the wire 
mesh fence, yapping again, and the man shouted, this time 
at the cows, “You think you’re having a good time, eh? All 
that grass, eh? Well, just remember, stupid cows, that I’ll be 
eating you one day. Go on, clear off!” He laughed as the dog 
intensified its efforts, jumping up at the fence.

But the cows didn’t clear off. Cows aren’t like sheep. Sheep 
run when dogs come; the ancestral memory of the wolf. But 
cows are bigger and heavier; when they’re under attack, they 
bunch together. If there’s a lion after them, they might run. 
But a dog, no way. The cows near the fence seemed to be 
attracted by the barking, and others began to lumber over 
from further off. Soon there were maybe two dozen of them 
leaning over the fence, staring at the dog, and others coming 
up from behind. They didn’t dissuade the dog, which barked 
even more furiously.

The fence was topped by barbed wire. I’d once asked a farmer, 
why all his fields were surrounded by barbed wire. Was it 
to keep walkers out? No, he’d said, it’s the only thing that’ll 
stop the cows pushing the fence over. Short of a stone wall, 
they’ve enough weight to push most fences over. But they 
don’t like the barbed wire. Mind you, he added, if it keeps 
walkers out too, that’s OK with me.

Then I noticed a cow coming through the fence onto the 
track. I hadn’t even noticed there was a gate there. Someone 
must have left it open. More cows ambled through the 
gateway, blocking the track, then filling it as more filed 
through and made their way unhurriedly towards the dog and 
the man. “This is not good,” said Anne, “We’d better get down 
there.” We began to make our way down the easier slope on 
the side facing the track.

I could still see them. The man waved his arms at the 
advancing herd. “Hey, get back to your bloody field!” he 
shouted. It had no effect. “Buster,” he yelled, “See those 
buggers off, will you.” The dog ran at the approaching 
cows, barking and jumping at them. They plodded on and 
the dog disappeared amongst them. Then the barking 
stopped.

“Buster, where the fuck are you?” shouted the man, “You 
bastards! Get out my bloody way!” He tried to push through 
the crowd of beasts, milling slowly around. He got in amongst 
them, shouting for the dog. Then he seemed to get stuck 

The man was more 
recognisable, by 
the occasional 
glimpses of the 
red top and blue 
denims

They plodded 
on and the dog 
disappeared 
amongst them. 
Then the barking 
stopped

The track to Dunagoil: beyond the wall: Little Dunagoil, behind it Dunagoil, with Arran behind

The cows gather ...


