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SPARKING THE FIRE OF REGENERATION 
Alastair Mclntosh argues that 
interpretation can play a life 
and death role in community 
regeneration - but only if it has the 
courage to reach the deepest roots 
of what it means to be human. 

Every couple of months or so when I was in 
my late teens on the Isle of Lewis, word went 
round that 'the puffer' was due in at the local 
seaweed factory. The seaweed was sold as an 
industrial gelling agent. It started off all covered 
in mud and maggots, but ended up refined into 
food and medical products like ice-cream and 
toothpaste. Imagine that next time you're 
brushing your teeth! 

Our job was to shift the sacks from the factory 
to the puffer while the tide was high. Each bag 
weighed a hundredweight. It was gruelling 
work. Your body was left feeling like a living 
corpse dragged around for two days after, but it 
didn't matter. What mattered was that you got 
an amazing thirty pounds for a few hours work 
- a week's wages in less than a day. But more 
than that, and this is my connection with our 
conference theme - we also experienced The 
Vital Spark. 

This year's conference theme comes from the 
name of Neil Munro's fictional 'puffer' or cargo 
ship that plied the west of Scotland under 
the redoubtable command of Para Handy. 
According to Amazon's website, he and his 
insuperable crew 'are now part of Scotland's 
genetic make-up'. Now, this vital spark that 
likewise entered us when the puffer came was 
more than just gold in a pay packet. It was also 
something less tangible and more lasting. It 
arose from the urgency and the responsibility 
of having to turn the puffer around before her 
increasing weight ground onto the rocks 
beneath a falling tide. 

RIGHT: 
The late Colin 
Macleod, founder 
of the CalCael Trust, 
is seated front right. 

'IT STARTED COVERED IN MUD 

AND MAGGOTS... BUT WE _J 

EXPERIENCED' 

As a workforce we could only achieve this by 
intense cooperation. The younger men, like me 
at first, would be assigned the lighter jobs. But 
as soon as we grew strong enough we'd eagerly 
graduate onto the heavy stuff, catching and 
throwing bags from off the head of the 
conveyor belt. 

It was simple work but one of those demanding 
common tasks that builds community. 
That rite of passage into the interconnection 
of meaningful community was the vital spark. 
Our capacity was tested to the limits. Our 
bodies became mixed with time and tide and 
produce of the environment. In such ways our 
identities developed. 

We are talking here about something that was 
able to quicken the spirit. It cut to the quick -
to the source of life. It generated wealth that 
was not just outer, but inner. And I think that 
this is what we need today as humanity 
struggles to find sustainable ways of continuing 
life on Earth. Wanton consumerism is trashing 
the earth. As Mark Twain put it,'familiarity 
breeds contempt', and such is the nihilism 
demanding the generation of never-satisfied 
wants that we must reverse. 

We are looking here at the need to re-enchant 
our world; to bring back a connection with 
magic, with spirit, with the essence. To find 
ways of quickening to not just any old life, but 
'life abundant'. That is what the visitor seeks 
from Scotland. Enquire of the French or the 
German - and consider. What is the Loch Ness 
Monster to them? What are the standing 
stones? Or the savagely beautiful mountains 
and the tresses of tumbling streams? And what 


