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Rik and Kath settle into

their new life in the Glen

Sue.Doherty

British photographer Rik Walton and his Canadian wife dramatist/director Kath McCreery, moved to Glencolumbkille in July. They're loving their new life here and all the friends they've already made. Kath is currently writing a novel and Rik is preparing an exhibition which will be held in Glen at Easter.

Rik, a 'semi-retired' professional photographer is originally from Newcastle-on-Tyne while Kath, a dramatist and lecturer, hails from Canada.

Together, they've worked on projects with street children in Africa, which, they say, has given them "by far the greatest satisfaction.".

Rik, who is 61, says he happened on photography as a teenager "because I had a girlfriend who's father was a chemist and got photos developed free". In fact, the interest probably really was inherited. "My father had a film camera and was very keen on photography and on filmmaking."

Rik enrolled at an art college in Sunderland. "I was told I would be spending four years in the darkroom but I only ended up spending three weeks in it. The course was called Visual Communications and we seemed to do a little bit of everything." Undeterred, Rik started taking photographs of "musicians and arty sort of things". The clever lad's motives weren't purely artistic. "I always loved music and realised it was a way of getting into concerts free. I met a guy in Newcastle in the early 1970s. He wanted me to make pirate posters for him, and had managed a band I'd photographed called Lindisfarne. He gave me two free tickets for the Rolling Stones concert at City Hall and told me he'd pay me £10 for every pic he used.

'A golden time'

"Of course the seats were away up at the back of the balcony, but the stewards let me go right to the front to take my pies. For the next fifteen years I went to concerts twice a week and photographed everyone I could have wanted to see. I never paid for a ticket and I never had a press pass. It was a golden time."

During these years, Rik also took on a contract doing front of house pictures for what was then University Theatre, and is now known as Northern Stage. He also worked as a technician in the photography lab at the Polytechnic, which, handily enough, gave him free access to a darkroom.

As if all that didn't keep him busy, Rick started working on a music show for Newcastle Radio, alongside Phil Sutcliffe, of Sounds newspaper. This led to the pair touring with Peter Gabriel and other leading musicians. He also did reviews for an arts programme on Tyne Tees TV

By this time, Rik confesses "I had kind of got tired of photographing rock musicians." He was asked to take photos for the Newcastle Jazz Festival and did that for ten years. He also got into teaching, first at the Polytechnic, then at South Tyneside College, South Shields. In 1995, he became a full-time lecturer there, but alway kept up his free-lance photography.

African Music Festival

In 1989, Rik, who was involved in running an African music festival in Newcastle, went to Zimbabwe for a couple of months, for a photography exhibition highlighting the differences between life in Harare and Newcastle.

Shortly after his return, Kath, who was going on a writer's exchange to Zimbabwe was told she should look Rik up. In fact, the pair already knew each other.

Our daughters both went to the same gym club and we used to watch them, so we'd gotten to know each other," Rik says.

Kath is a writer who has been in the theatre all her life. She helped found Red Ladder and Broadside theatre companies. "She wrote, directed, the lot. While attending University of Minnesota, Kath worked on the radio station there with the well-known American humourist Garrison Keillor. While working in Austria co-wrote `Theatre as a Weapon: Workers Theatre in the Soviet Union, Germany and Britain 1917-34" with her ex-husband. They both got jobs lecturing at the University in Newcastle and settled there. Kath is also author of a seminal book about refugees called Flightpaths'.

She trained as counsellor and worked in private practice, at schools, and as a volunteer for the Medical Foundation for the Victims of Torture, as well as at a drop in centre for kids in Newcastle.

In 1995 Kath's daughter Rosa, who is also a theatre professional, took up the fiddle. She was told by a friend to go to Glencolumbkille Fiddle School. She and Kath rented a cottage for the week. Rosa fell in love with a local lad, and the family started coming here more and more often. Eventually Rosa's romance fizzled out, but Rik and Kath, who had made great friends here, kept returning.

On their travels

In 1999 Rik and Kath went to Ghana with an organisation called Streetchild Africa. They had met the founder, Fr Patrick Shanahan, at a conference.

They've also travelled to Lesotho as part of a project between four universities. "The students were to write a play in two weeks about rumour and gossip, but really it was about HIV, because Lesotho has one of highest levels of the disease. We took the play to the mountains and worked with villagers, helping them produce their version of the play to an audience of 500 people. On last day, we were rehearsing on the lawn, and 50 horsemen turned up, to escort us to the field where the show was going to be performed. That was spectacular and  unbelievable really."

Over the years, they've continued to work for Streetchild Africa, spending time in Zambia and Mozambique. But Glencolumbkille is where they've ended up.

"We'd been coming to Glen for years, and Kath is working on a novel. So we thought we'd retire, sort of, and wanted to go someplace where Kath could work in a study and look out on a nice view. We thought about Canada but chose Glen. She's started the novel and we absolutely love it here.

"We were in a doctor's waiting room one time, and people started talking to us. Nobody does that in England. And after a while a guy said, 'You know this reminds me of a poem about a marketplace' and he recited a really long poem. We thought, 'Hey, we could live in place like this'.

"One time Kath was taking the bus up from Dublin. The bus stopped, and the driver got out and disappeared with no explanation. He came back after a while and gave every woman a red rose he'd pick from the hedgerow. How could you not want to live in a country like that?

""We just seem to have made so many friends here, and they drop in all the time. It's wonderful, something that doesn't happen in Newcastle. Friends just called around today for example, and we apologised that the boiler was broken. He said he used to fix boilers and sorted ours out. We're over the moon!"










