The Bob Harris Archive from the early days of the original Isle of Eigg Trust

a) Testimonies about Bob, sent by folks associated
with Eigg for his funeral on 15 January 2014.

b) Bob’s minute of the first Isle of Eigg Trust public
meeting with residents on Eigg, 25 October 1991.

c) 3 of his letters to me about the Trust: 10 Dec 1991,
7 July 1992, and undated from the same era.

| have compiled this after being contacted by a student from
Germany, Luisa Heine, who is conducting her research thesis,
The Transformative Power of Utopias: Investigating the
potential of social utopias by looking at the visionary Isle of
Eigg. The first thing | told her is that none of Scotland’s
community land trusts will be found to be “utopian”! There are
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acres, but at the same time they are visionary, and most are a Phoenix, Bob Harris, Eigg Community Hall

long way off from being dystopian. With Eigg, the limited vision of the four of us who were the
original trustees in 1991 has been massively and wonderfully surpassed by the residents.

For clarity, | describe the Isle of Eigg Trust as “the original”. This was set up in 1991 using a traditional
charitable trust legal form, without limited liability, by Tom Forsyth, Bob Harris, Liz Lyon and I. Calling
it “the original” is to distinguish from its successor, the Isle of Eigg Heritage Trust (IEHT), which was
set up in 1997 by the residents after most of the £1.6 million had been raised in 10,000 donations, to
purchase the island in 1997 and to run it, democratically accountable unto themselves but in
partnership with Highlands Council and the Scottish Wildlife Trust, under charitable and limited
liability corporate status in law. One of my happiest moments was when the Secretary, by then of
both trusts, Maggie Fyffe, asked me to send the lawyer a letter assenting to the transfer of the
original trust’s funds and the winding up of the old trust. Since 1994 “the original” had been run by a
board elected by the residents (I was asked to stand and was elected by them, for continuity), but by
1997 it had completed its purpose.

The pages in this PDF have been compiled for Luisa’s work and others who might be interested in the
history. Importantly, they reflect the tensions both within the original Trust, and between the Trust
and rightly critical Eigg residents in the early days. Bob was sheep farmer in Lochwinnoch outside of
Glasgow, a local community counsellor and a poet. He was pivotal to the venture’s credibility. After
the buyout, and as Eigg’s residents came to build their new community hall, which they had been not
allowed to do under the private landlord, Bob made a stained glass phoenix to commemorate the
transition. It would have given him great joy that the islanders positioned it in the top window of the
hall. In 2023, Camille Dressler (Eigg’s resident ethnographer and historian, and an elected director of
the IEHT) had the image made into fridge magnets to raise funds for medical relief in the Ukraine
war. That’s the image placed above. Enjoy these papers as both history and as testimony to the
visionary, practical, loving spirit of the great Bob Harris. Alastair Mcintosh, 6 Feb 2024



A sharing about Bob Harris, a founding trustee of the original Isle of Eigg
Trust, at Bob’s funeral

Compiled by Alastair McIntosh, 15 January 2014

Me: Bob always said that what he did on Eigg was the most important thing
he’d ever done in his life. When Tom Forsyth first asked me to become
involved I gave it a 1% chance of success. After I’d met Bob, that rose to 5%.

Tom Forsyth: Bob gave the early Isle of Eigg Trust credibility with crofters
like Angus Mackinnon, because they saw the rest of us as very dubious.

Simon Fraser: | remember the day we finalised the deal to buy Eigg. I had
travelled to Edinburgh for the purpose. That night I stayed with Bob and Shiela
and Seumas. It was a great night and Bob was on cloud nine. He was very
highly thought of in Eigg. His quiet practical common sense and his own
farming background did a lot for the credibility of the cause.

Maggie Fyfe: Sad to hear about Bob also - he was a lovely man & we all have
fond memories of him. Delighted we have 2 of his stained glass panels as a
permanent reminder.

Camille Dressler: I will always remember the lovely time we all had with Bob
and Tom together for one of our anniversaries and his beautiful symbol of the
phoenix rising in the hall will always be there to remind us of his important role
in our determining our future.

Me: That phoenix is positioned in the window at the head of Eigg’s community
hall. A couple of years ago we danced beneath it with 14 planners from the
Indonesian province of Papua who had come to Eigg to study community
development. The phoenix has spread its wings across the world, in so many
ways, and I leave the last word with something that Tom said to me as we came
in this morning.

Tom Forsyth: William Blake said that normally we see life only through a wee
chink. But when the doors of perception are open, we see everything as it is —
infinite. Bob saw with 360 degree spiritual vision.
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