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Map 1. North-west scotland: most places mentioned in text (for skye, see map 2)
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Map 2. isle of skye: places mentioned in text
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Map 3. The st Kilda archipelago
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Map 4. Mathieson’s 6in ordnance survey map of st Kilda, 1928




PREFACE

Scanning the horizon from the Western Isles of Scotland, looking far out over the Atlantic, it’s possible to make out, weather permitting, the faint and jagged silhouette of a group of islands – the celebrated World Heritage Site of St Kilda. Hirta, the only habitable island in the archipelago, covers only 6 square km; yet these fragments of a long-dead volcano have inspired more literature than any other rural locality I can think of. I’ve already made my own contribution, having published St Kilda and the wider world back in 2005. So why write another book?

Having done archaeological work on Hirta, I will never forget the immense vistas over the sea, the vertiginous cliffs, the tenacity of the wind, the cries of distant seals. This archipelago has mythic status – and a past more richly documented than a historian has any right to hope for. Fear of stormy seas often isolated these islands for eight months of the year, giving rise to newspaper headlines such as ‘The Lonely Isle’, or ‘Remote St Kilda’. When I was writing my first book, I found myself questioning the received wisdom. In 1930 Hirta (pronounced ‘Heersht’) was evacuated by its last thirty-six inhabitants, at their own request. This traumatic event has been presented as an overdue nemesis, triggered by the hubris of settling on a rock which is also a hard place. It has also been portrayed as representing the ‘failure’ of a community, brought about by the shortcomings of the islanders’ collective mindset; it was said that they couldn’t cope with modernity. In the late nineteenth century, a people often exploited by outsiders strove to make as much money as they could from the brief visits of tourists. Visitors who didn’t appreciate their behaviour became deeply disillusioned, complaining about decadence and the loss of innocence. Their views were reprised in the 1960s by Tom Steel, in his classic The life and death of St Kilda. They make for a good story. However, I beg to differ.

This is technically ‘local history’; but it is local history like no other. No other rural locality in Britain, I believe, has accumulated such a rich literature, or achieved St Kilda’s form of fame – which means that it’s possible to depend less on legal documents and administrative records than would usually be the case. Writing this book has been an interesting experiment; I have tried to create a three-way conversation between anecdote, opinion and analysis. Early commentators are often treated simply as ‘sources’. In this book, I’ve tried to give them context; actually they are often implicated in the story. Outsiders’ reactions to their experience of Hirta provide key insights. The visitors included some remarkable characters, who were often highly opinionated. The historian has to deal with generalisations which contradict one another, the baleful influence of stereotypes, the recycling of factoids. External perceptions of this iconic, semi-mythical island have always played an active role in the St Kilda story. The historian needs to be particularly alert, conscious of half-truths and nuances, significant silences and self-serving rhetoric.

Ways of making a living in challenging Hebridean environments are better recorded at St Kilda than elsewhere, as Mary Harman has demonstrated in An Ile called Hirte. Discovering the islanders’ thoughts and feelings, however, is a different matter. On the numerous monochrome photographs which have survived, their faces often seem inscrutable. What lies behind the grizzled features of these men, the grave stares of the women? It was only long after the evacuation that surviving exiles were asked to recall the lives they led as youngsters. The feelings of St Kildans have to be teased out from their actions, chance remarks and anecdotes, and the words of their songs.

As I was researching this book, one thing which startled me was just how fashionable St Kilda became, in a certain sense, among mainlanders. By the middle of the eighteenth century, the archipelago’s iconic status, created by a single writer had become firmly established; Dr Samuel Johnson was among those intrigued by what they read. In those days, visiting St Kilda was mostly the preserve of those with access to a yacht. However, after 1877, when steamships carrying tourists started to puff and clank into Village Bay, the fame of St Kilda spread more widely. Ignoring the fact that there has never been a saint named Kilda, people began to attach the name to just about anything – houses, streets, ships, racehorses, posh girls’ schools. And if the name resonated for the middle classes, St Kilda also retained its prestige among the great and the good, who wore its top-of-the-range tweed, or kept its sheep in their landscaped parks, bred to an elegant black. Actually, St Kilda mattered to elites in a material sense long before Victorian times. It was only during the final stages of the preparation of this book that I came to suspect that, even if snuggling under the duvet is not the first thing we associate with Norsemen, the importance of St Kilda’s seabird feathers for top-of-the range bedding probably goes back the best part of a thousand years. If so, ‘the gravity of feathers’ has proved an inspired choice of title.

Perhaps Hirta, and not Benbecula, should have been called the Dark Island. The demise of this community was rooted in demographic catastrophe. The grim, metronomic toll exacted by infantile tetanus was fatally amplified by the effect of the 1852 emigration episode, triggered by a nine-year tug-of-war between Christian sects vying for access to the islanders’ souls. Despite the recent efforts of a Free Church apologist who is not inclined to apologise,1 it cannot be claimed that the influence of religious fanaticism on this community was altogether benign. Over the years, the islanders had discovered numerous ways of promoting and protecting social harmony, which is never a given, especially on a small island. External intervention may be dangerous. Seeking the source of the damage wreaked by a weak minister under the influence of his censorious housekeeper, I have unearthed certain sexual misdemeanours; there may well have been more. Sometimes it’s been hard to avoid noticing the St Kildans’ paranoid tendencies. I have chosen to explore the darker side of their history, the scandals and secrets, the frauds, mysteries and instances of exploitation. This is because I am interested in both the light and the shade of human experience. Like most of their contemporaries, the islanders lived their lives and created their collective history often in circumstances not of their choosing; their more troubling behaviour and attitudes need to be considered in this light. I do not believe that the St Kildans were fundamentally a nasty lot. They were well known for their kindness to shipwrecked sailors; they composed songs and religious poetry; they adored children, especially in the times when there were so few of them. And this story has its comic side, as when people eat porridge out of the chamber pots donated by well-meaning visitors, or a young girl excites envy by wearing a hearthrug to church.

Those who know the St Kilda literature will find plenty of novelties and surprises in this book. I’m probably the first St Kilda author to have taken advantage of the digitisation of tens of millions of pages by the British Newspaper Archive (BNA). This record is a moving target, having more than doubled in size since I started work. Disconcertingly, the results picked up by the scanner which serves the BNA’s search engine are by no means as predictable or as comprehensive as one might imagine. A line cast to catch one kind of fish may well hook a different species altogether, leaving the researcher gratified but also somewhat uneasy. How much more material still lurks uncaptured in these waters?

In this book, I have used incident and anecdote to provide a sense of atmosphere, the sensuous experience of living and working on Hirta (or just visiting). I’m interested in the attitudes of islanders and visitors, the flavour of their encounters, the ambience of the times. These people weren’t cyphers. To write about St Kilda, I need to involve the Rosencrantzes and the Guildensterns.

Here, I argue that the history of Hirta is not a tale of lost innocence, decadence, defeat by the forces of nature, or capitulation to modernity (all terms which should carry quotation marks). The deteriorating demographic situation made evacuation unavoidable, creating an emphatic historical full-stop. However, this history was no tragedy. By the first decade of the twentieth century, many of the islanders’ long-term problems had been addressed with a fair degree of success. In 1697 these people were living in ‘extreme poverty’; two centuries later, they were more prosperous than most of their fellow Hebrideans, as contemporary commentators recognised. In 1697 the St Kildans were described as ‘very cunning’.2 In areas where it mattered, they could never afford to be innocent.

In the late nineteenth century, with the encouragement of certain individuals, the people of Hirta became more attuned to the outside world, and more politically self-confident. Despite the newspaper headlines, ‘Lone St Kilda’ was now far from alone; Britain had taken the island of birds under its wing. As the winds of political change caught the sails of their native shrewdness, the islanders were not slow to respond; in due course they achieved their own form of independence, prosperity and self-respect. For the St Kildans, as for quite a few others, the first decade of the twentieth century was their belle époque.

Historians tend to regard ‘local’ history with disdain. In truth, perhaps few places have histories to interest them. An entity as small as a parish usually proves to have severe limitations; too often, local histories take the form of catalogues of factual material arranged in chronological order, absorbing only for those who know the place. Such histories tend to bypass politics or social psychology; they lack the anthropological insights and lively clashes of opinion which bring vitality to a story and set historians talking. Creating this kind of local history is a challenge – one which I have accepted here.

In some ways, ‘local people’ – the people sitting ‘below the salt’ – have been taken for granted; they know their place, having been put there by historians. When E.P. Thompson famously declared that his mission was to rescue working people from ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’, he chose hand-loom weavers as an instance of the kind of people worth rescuing. I don’t suppose he had the weaving community of a remote Scottish archipelago in mind. Nevertheless, his project would not be out of place in the case of St Kilda, whose people were certainly on the receiving end of a good deal of condescension. In adding another volume to an already packed St Kilda bookshelf, I have often had Thompson’s words in mind.


PROLOGUE

Thirteen frozen faces

It is July 1886 – a year of shame, hope and discord. On each side of the only street in the village, thirteen men line up in two files, facing Norman MacLeod’s photographic apparatus. They are bearded and dressed identically, as if in uniform, with buttoned-up tweed waistcoats and heads crowned with tam o’shanters.1 In those days, photographers had to use long exposure times; their subjects needed to freeze their expressions for longer than came naturally. In this endeavour these men have been entirely successful. This image was to become a classic: you can now buy it on a mug, a cushion, or a mouse-mat – or piece together the jigsaw. This was a long exposure indeed (Plate 1).

On this photograph of the St Kilda ‘parliament’, the demeanour of the men seems modest, as if they have lined up for inspection. A century later, the poet Douglas Dunn was intrigued. ‘Look at their sly, assuring mockery / They are aware of what we are up to,’ he wrote.2 The question is, are we aware of what they are up to?

That summer, a visiting journalist was startled to be asked: ‘How is the crofter question getting on? What are the landlords doing? Have their heads been chopped off yet?’3 The islanders had good reason to take an interest in national politics. Two years previously, William Gladstone’s government had passed the Representation of the People Act, which extended the vote to about three-fifths of the men of Scotland. In October 1885 the men of St Kilda had been hoping to be taken by boat to cast their votes. Their allocated polling station was at An t’Ob (later named Leverburgh) on Harris, in the constituency of Inverness-shire, whose principal town is 160 miles (260km) from St Kilda.4 However, the election was held between November 24th and December 18th; at that time of year, going to the Isle of Harris was out of the question. When the St Kildans got to hear the result – probably four or five months later – they must have been pleased to hear of the victory of Charles Fraser-Mackenzie, who had championed the interests of the crofters, campaigning in the Hebrides by yacht.5

In June 1886 a new Act of Parliament improved crofters’ conditions of tenure. However, Gladstone’s government fell soon afterwards. Another general election was held between July 1st and 27th, 1886. The men of St Kilda, doubtless disappointed not to have been able to exercise their new democratic rights back in December, were caught up in further political discussions. They didn’t get to vote this time either. During the election, their own parliament posed for the now famous photograph. I don’t think this collective portrait was taken on a photographer’s whim; it was surely commissioned by the men of St Kilda themselves, as a comment on their non-participation in national elections. These men were saying: ‘Look, we have a long-standing parliament of our own.’

The morning assembly was an old institution. Back in 1698 the community’s headman had been described as ‘president over them in all their debates’. In those days the women had an assembly too, ‘in the middle of the village’.6 Of Norman MacLeod’s ten St Kilda photographs,7 this would have been easily the most difficult one to take; the man behind the camera took the care demanded by the seriousness of the occasion. The islanders had recently been given rights by the British state – rights which might trump their longstanding subservience to their landlord, rights bestowed by a parliament perhaps in principle not unlike their own. It was time to celebrate St Kilda’s parliamentary ethos. The political climate was changing. As we shall see, the islanders – the Hirteach – were not slow to respond.

In 1698 the St Kildans had been described as ‘the only people in the world who feel the sweetness of true liberty’, living in ‘innocence and simplicity, purity, mutual love and cordial friendship, free from solicitous cares and anxious covetousness’.8 The idea that there might be noble savages living just off the coast of Scotland was exciting and intriguing; in writing these words, Martin Martin had aroused the curiosity of the literate. Soon, this would become an iconic place, a tourist mecca: the islanders would become no strangers to strangers. ‘Their minds are wonderfully acute considering their contracted experience,’ wrote a nineteenth-century commentator.9 In 1860 a stonemason from Nairn called the St Kildans ‘the most knowingist people I have ever come across’.10 So much for primeval innocence.

In July 1886, when the parliament photo was taken, the men of Hirta were described as ‘strong, stalwart fellows, with tanned yet delicate skins, fair hair, light, smiling blue eyes, and lovely teeth’. Having been out fishing overnight, ‘they appeared to be suffering from cold; they had their hands in their pockets . . . and were muffled about their necks with women’s shawls and huge, coarse cravats. Their garments consisted of blue and white homespun, and a few wore jerseys.’11 Blue was the dominant colour of their clothing. Men wrapped up well in summer; in September 1884, in a temperature of 20 degrees, a healthy adult male was wearing ‘a thick tweed waistcoat, with flannel back and sleeves, two thick flannel undervests, a flannel shirt, tweed trousers, flannel drawers, boots and stockings, Tam O’Shanter cap, and a thick scarlet worsted muffler round his neck’.12 These men weren’t tall; John Sands had measured them recently and made the average 5ft 6in (168cm), with none taller than 5ft 9in (175cm).13 They were fowlers – abseilers and climbers, edging along ledges to rob birds’ nests; they needed to be small, light and wiry. They looked like the Hebrideans they were – ‘a mixed race of Norwegians and Celts’, with ‘fair hair and blue eyes, with here and there splendid specimens of dusky skins, and eyes like sloes, and hair like the night’, showing that ‘they were not one people originally, but two’.14 In the photograph, the few men wearing boots are in the foreground. They may have dressed to impress. The other men’s bootlessness is not, however, a reliable indicator of social disadvantage. Boots were not an import; they were made on the island from home-cured leather.15 Typically men wore thick socks only for climbing and negotiating wet boulders; socks for the rocks. Going barefoot was normal; it gave the islanders a sensuous feel for their immediate environment. ‘With a thicker skin,’ my climbing niece has written, ‘I could roam with greater ease, fitting my soles to the many textures, temperatures and qualities of the ground.’ Bare feet would have given people essential tactile awareness.16

There are no images of the women’s assembly,17 which met much less frequently and was probably briefer and more businesslike.18 Women and men often kept apart – when they were in church, or meeting incoming boats, or participating in indoor social gatherings.19 After church services, people were not supposed to stand around chatting and gossiping; the rule was for the women to leave first, walking away not companionably, but in single file.20 The lives of Hirta’s women often have to be teased out from asides, footnotes and silences. On photographs they look solemn, serious, perhaps careworn. But there’s no photographic record of the annual event when they spent the night hours with their skirts tucked above their knees, ‘dancing’ in tubs of boiled piss, stale from standing in barrels in the back yard. They sang, they sweated, they laughed, they larked about. Oil had to be washed out of the cloth, however awful the smell.21

The number of parliamentarians in the photograph is out about right for an assembly of the sixteen croft-holders, if we include the man in the distance and the seated woman. She may be Betsy Gillies, the only female croft-holder at the time. However, a photograph of all the croft-holders should feature five men over the age of seventy-five, which doesn’t seem to be the case. So, this was probably an assembly of the men who regularly worked together, one from each household.

Most mornings, the men were not pressed for time. Although no strangers to the insincerity of deference, they were not answerable to a foreman. The local expert on time measurement was the seventy-year-old Free Church minister, John Mackay, who kept his watch two hours fast, to make sure of getting his flock into church at nine o’clock on Sundays. A ‘pious little fraud’, someone called it.22 There was only one clock and two watches on the island.23 The previous year, Mackay told visitors that his clock had been sent to Glasgow for repair two years ago and had not yet been returned; his watch, he now discovered, was thirty-five minutes slow.24 Perhaps there should have been more chronometers, to keep people punctual in responding to their religion’s demands, with its strict Sabbath taboos and relentless schedule of services and Bible study meetings. Under Mackay’s surveillance, the St Kildans were in no danger of making the error of some decades ago, when they had ‘religiously observed Monday as Sabbath, and only rectified their error by going to Harris to ascertain the real state of the matter’.25 Working hours were dictated not by clock or calendar, but rather by St Kilda’s mercurial weather.

The morning meeting was not particularly orderly. John Sands described the scene: ‘Two members [of the parliament] generally occupy the floor at the same time, and with stentorian voices, well practised on the crags, try to roar each other down . . . sometimes they pace to and fro, and pass and repass, like caged wolves, and anon stand face to face on tiptoe, and whilst bawling, brush each others noses with their beards. Occasionally the members who recline on the tops of the houses . . . and those who sit on the wall in front, roar out their sentiments and increase the hubbub.’26 In 1887 Alexander Carmichael, the folklore collector, recorded in his field notes that ‘they sit in par every morng of the year. You cant und a word they say. Fists up to one another.’27 Richard Kearton, who visited Hirta in 1896, said that ‘one or two of the debates, at which I was present, became so animated and the din so prodigious that I thought the matter must inevitably end in blows and bloodshed’.28

The business of the mód (the Gaelic name for the morning assembly) could take a very long time – which will not surprise anyone who has attended an evening meeting in the Western Isles and wondered when, if ever, they would get to the pub. In a face-to-face democracy, everyone should have their say. Just before the First World War, a visitor recorded that ‘the “Parliament” met in the open to decide whether they should shear the sheep or gather in the peat. They began to talk at 10 o’clock in the morning, and at 2 o’clock they adjourned to get something to eat, but at four o’clock they came to a decision, and all went off in boats to the Island of Boreray to shear the sheep.’29 Anthropologists say that regular participation in meetings of this kind sharpens the intelligence – a quality often remarked upon by those who got to know the islanders.30

It may be that there is a glint of triumph in the expressions of the men in the parliament photograph, reflecting recent victory in their campaign to get sheep and cattle rents adjusted so that they represented the numbers actually kept (although, in any case, the numbers they admitted to keeping were always distinctly on the low side).31 At the time, however, there was little occasion for smugness. This was a community in trouble – as we shall see.

Sight and sound

The archipelago of St Kilda consists of a few fragments of the rim of an ancient volcano, mercifully long extinct. That said, there was an ‘earthquake’ on the outlying island of Boreray in 1686. And in 1870 increasingly loud rumbling sounds were accompanied by dense volumes of white vapour or smoke rising from the eastern side of the island of Soay, followed by the splitting of rocks, which were ‘thrown with great violence in all directions’; the disturbance continued intermittently from June to September.32 If you don’t count Rockall, these islands form the last bits of terra firma before you get to North America. To avoid referring to St Kilda by its name, superstitious seamen called it ‘the high country’.33

Girls who attended certain private schools named after St Kilda in the nineteenth century would probably have been surprised to learn that there never was a saint called Kilda. Opinion differs about the origin of the name. One theory is that the islands now known as Gaskeir may once have been called Skildir (The Shields) because of their physical appearance; a mapmaker then thought there was a full-stop after the S, or should be, and also transferred the label to a different archipelago.34 Another idea is that fishermen taking on water at Tobar Childa (meaning Well Well, first in Gaelic and then in Norse) were familiar with wells bearing saints’ names and assumed that Childa must be a saint.35

In 1886 St Kilda’s parliament assembled at the heart of Hirta, halfway along the street, roughly where the clachan had formerly stood – the huddled, mucky, intimate warren of homes in which the older parliamentarians had drawn their first breaths (Plate 18). Back in the 1830s this generation had carried out the heavy work of constructing a new, planned village. Their minister, Neil Mackenzie, organised the project, in the days before he discovered how to induce out-of-body states in his congregation. He persuaded the people to lay out an array of crofts with ruler-straight boundaries, looking on the map like the folds of an open fan. They put up a string of blackhouses with tiny windows, their gable ends facing one edge of a paved and well-drained ‘street’ which led to the landing place (further east than the present pier, near the building nowadays called the feather store). Later, after the great storm of October 1860, sixteen single-storey cottages were constructed, mostly beside the existing blackhouses, which now became byres. In a switch of orientation, each cottage now had its doorway looking south onto the street, flanked by two quite large windows overlooking the bay. Beside the doors were ‘stane stiles’ – stone benches on which people would sit to enjoy the sun on a Sabbath afternoon, the men puffing on their pipes. On the stane stiles, women knitted; men, who were tailors, also sat there, making and mending the family’s clothes.36 On the other side of the doorway there was often a rotary quern on the ground, where women would grind grain to produce oatmeal.37 By 1886 it had become far easier to buy oatmeal than to make it; this very hard work was increasingly done for the delectation (and cash) of tourists.

There were eighteen crofts, enclosed by a wall which served as the head dyke at the upper end of the crofts, before turning through 90 degrees to continue as the western boundary of the in-bye land, and then turning again to form a sea-dyke running along the edge of Parson’s Bay (as it was then tellingly called by visitors). On each croft, and mostly behind the houses, were several cleits (cleitean) – stone-walled sheds roofed with turf, which served as cold stores and drying facilities (Plate 24). Cleits had doors codged together from whatever materials were available; they were lockable and might contain peat, hay, desiccated seabird carcasses, tools or just about anything. Some of them were fitted with racks or shelves.38 Cleits are pretty well ubiquitous throughout the archipelago, scattered across distant hillsides, their silhouettes breaking the high horizons. Had Norman MacLeod possessed a cine camera, he might have panned to the left, and we would see the crescent of steep hillsides looming over the islanders’ best land (Plate 3). Looking to the photographer’s right, we would see strips of oats, potatoes and standing hay, interspersed with patches of bracken, sorrel, docks, nettles and yellow iris, running down the gentle slope towards the sea.39 We would note the lovely yellow corn marigolds among the meagre crops, which were never more than about 35cm tall.40 In the bay, a steamship would be lying at anchor, waiting for the tourists to return. Beyond the ship we would see the jagged skyline of the only-just island of Dun. And beyond the mouth of the bay, the open sea; perhaps gannets would be flying past, skeining and unskeining, low over the water, glinting snow-white in the sunshine.

In most weathers, Village Bay is sheltered to an extent by Dun and by the hulking heights of Hirta. Behind the backdrop of these hills, and not visible from the village, are vertiginously tall sea-cliffs – remnants of the outer edge of an ancient volcano’s caldera. From the houses, one cannot see most of the features hewn by the remorseless pounding of the sea – caves, rock-stacks and sea-arches which lie behind the crescent of the enveloping hills. Also invisible from Village Bay is the verdant valley of Gleann Mór, speckled by the forms of some twenty cows – black, with calves at foot – in fine condition thanks to the quality of the pasture here. The sheep, by contrast, are generally white, with lots of modern Cheviot and Blackface in them. In recent years their more primitive predecessors have mostly been phased out, with a few retained to tempt potential purchasers. In the summer of 1886 women and girls were still making butter and cheese in Gleann Mór, encamped among ruinous stone structures built long ago. The name ‘great glen’ was given in irony; the valley in question is actually quite short and not unduly wide.

One may imagine the smells assailing the photographer’s nostrils – muck, hay and house-cow around the byres, the smoke of peat and probably coal hanging in the air, the odours of damp clothes and discarded bird carcasses. That summer, one visitor complained that the smell inside the houses was ‘very obnoxious’; ‘how they manage to remain indoors at any time is a puzzle’, he said. He also noticed the Bibles to be seen on every windowsill;41 next to uncleanliness there was godliness. The visitor could hardly avoid noticing the dogs: there were thirty or forty of them, mostly clever little puffin-hunters or rangier creatures with filed-down teeth, whose occasional duty was to run down sheep and grab them by the throat until further orders. The daily doings of the dogs cannot entirely have escaped the soles of tourists’ shoes. The islanders themselves, in principle at least, went behind the head dyke to defecate; it is pierced by fourteen narrow gateways. As for the soundscape, there would have been the stand-out cry of a child in a community with not enough children; also the barking of dogs, the cackle of fulmars. Only the old would be able to remember hearing the corncrake. Some years ago, perhaps already discommoded by the short straw of the local crops, it may have retreated before the advance of the potato. But we’d notice the shrill piping of the St Kilda wren – a recently ‘discovered’ variety, to be found nowhere else.

Troubled times

On that July day, were the tourists conscious that all was not well with the natives? Were they aware of the demographic damage wrought by the emigration of one-third of the population, back in 1852? They would certainly know of the scourge of infantile tetanus, which killed many of the island’s newborns after they had spent little more than a week in this world. In 1886 the six or seven dozen islanders had only three or four babies to cuddle. The population was not fully replacing itself. Since infantile tetanus killed more boys than girls, there were more females than males in the village. Some 70 per cent of women of child-bearing age were unmarried or widows.42 Only three of the sixteen cottages housed as many as two children of school age. There were only half a dozen teenagers on the island. By contrast, there were fifteen old people, all but three over seventy. In the summer of 1886 several families had applications pending for assisted passages to Australia.43 When the journalist Robert Connell was leaving the island, he was waylaid by a deputation of ten or fifteen men who implored him to do what he could to enable the people to emigrate.44

Back in April, the Scotsman had published a leader which charged the islanders with colluding with their minister in making a fraudulent (though successful) appeal for relief the previous autumn; the newspaper accused the minister of lying.45 The aged theocrat was very upset by the journalists’ remarks, actual or imagined.46 There was also an ongoing vendetta on the island, whipped up by the minister’s manipulative, scandal-seeking housekeeper; soon people were to trade blows. Neil Ferguson, the community’s headman (a.k.a. the ground officer, or maor), was an old man, eclipsed by his strong-willed fifty-three-year-old son Donald, a redoubtable lay preacher given to furious rages when crossed.47 Donald was not an admirer of John Mackay’s performance as minister. However, his own claim to virtue was undermined by a couple of scandals involving his own family. Donald’s relationship with the manse was sometimes distinctly fraught – and it was soon to get worse.

That summer, Robert Connell turned up and started fishing around; his report was condescending and none too sympathetic. The laird, the MacLeod of Macleod, also visited Hirta; he too spent a good deal of time fishing, in his case literally. Did he sense the islanders’ raised political consciousness? He could not have guessed that his factor’s failure to garner all the rents the previous year – after they had petitioned him for a reduction48 – was the start of a crescendo of arrears. Within ten years, his factor would declare St Kilda no longer a profitable concern.

The disillusion of tourists

Ten years before, the islanders had been visited by John Sands, aged forty-nine – poet, artist, writer, musician and Gaelic learner. He was almost the only visitor to experience most of a St Kilda winter. His long stay was involuntary, the tacksman’s boat having failed to arrive at the end of the summer of 1876. Sands, unimpressed by Rev. Mackay’s performance, took the view that the Hirteach were being exploited by their laird, whose estate was based at Dunvegan on the Isle of Skye. All transactions were in kind, and it was the factor who determined the notional value of St Kilda’s imports and exports, albeit after a certain amount of negotiation (Plate 9). To Sands, this smacked of the infamous truck system (by this time illegal) in which wages were paid in tokens exchangeable only at the company store. The islanders’ deeply rooted grievances were confirmed and strengthened by Sands’s obvious sympathy; they appointed him their emissary to the outside world. When he returned to the mainland, Sands kicked up a considerable fuss about conditions on Hirta, demanding a better system of communications. His wish was soon granted. Two months later, in May 1877, an entrepreneur started a steamship service. It was a great success; from now on, every year, at least half a dozen steamers would visit the archipelago, bringing two or three hundred tourists over the course of a summer. Among them were plenty of educated, thoughtful, self-confident and potentially influential people – which is not to say that they were incapable of firmly grasping the wrong end of the stick.

Before the steamships, visitors had turned up in small numbers, mostly arriving on yachts. As ‘natives’, the people enjoyed the traditional and expected presents of tobacco, sweets and other things; in return they laid on spectacular, heart-in-mouth demonstrations of abseiling and fowling on the cliffs. When steamships arrived, bringing much larger parties, the St Kildans were well placed to take advantage. There was, of course, a charge for ferrying passengers from ship to shore. There was a lot for sale – tweed, blanketing, knitted socks and gloves, brooches (made from the copper nails in planks from wrecked ships), fulmar oil (good for aches and pains), not to mention stuffed birds and eggs, including those of species difficult or impossible to find elsewhere. The islanders also posed for photographs. By 1877 they already knew what to expect from visitors, and what visitors expected from them.

Nobody seriously expected to encounter ‘the happiest people in this entire globe’, as Martin had put it back in 1698. Nevertheless, more romantic visitors were rather hoping for an authentic experience of the legendary lost world of Gaeldom. Such people were in for a shock. At best they felt uneasy; at worst, they came away deeply disillusioned. As the islanders exploited their all-too-brief opportunities to take care of business, the visitors found them grasping and importunate. Some of their charges were exorbitant. They were expert hagglers; a few, sometimes, actually went in for begging. The people didn’t have much English, but they knew two useful words, ‘tabac’ and ‘smoke’. They were not backward in deploying them, to the annoyance of tourists – many of whom did not normally have much difficulty in getting hold of tobacco.49 Visitors complained that the men of Hirta did too much lounging around. On tourist days, however, it was women and girls who did much of the selling. Did the commentators really expect normal life to go on when there was a steamer in the bay?

Even more disappointing was the virtual absence of shopping opportunities when a steamer turned up at Village Bay on Saturday night or Sunday morning, having been delayed by bad weather or engine trouble. The tourists then faced the Free Church Sabbath. Unloading the steamer often had to wait until after midnight on Sunday. Usually indoors when not in church, the islanders were barely visible. Sometimes an honesty box was left out for those wishing to make a purchase, a fact which did not go unnoticed by those of a cynical disposition. For the people, tourists at a loose end on the Sabbath were annoying; the minister said that ‘they go about over the hills and go seeing in through windows and striking the dogs and one thing and another’.50

Many Victorians were committed Christians. Exposed to the ostentatious piety of the St Kildans, they felt inadequate.51 Irked by the juxtaposition of religiosity and commercial acumen (which was hardly unknown in Victorian Britain), and noticing that the islanders seemed healthy and prosperous, some visitors marked them down as hypocrites. They had expected to find a poor but honest people, toiling virtuously on their potato patches; instead, they began to suspect that they were dealing with a bunch of imposters, cashing in, literally, on their island’s fame. Evidently these people had been ‘spoiled’ – or ‘spoilt’, like children. Being in the public eye was advantageous for the islanders. It was, however, a double-edged sword, exposing them to reputational damage.

One visitor thought a subscription should be got up ‘for the removal of these 72 persons from their lazy, stupid and dirty life in the island of St Kilda; and the introduction in their place of goats and sheep’.52 Another characterised the St Kildans as ‘a sad, solemn-visaged people, who seldom laugh, seldom even smile, who nurse quaint thoughts and dreams, who half-believe in worn-out superstitions, who are infected with the gloomy fanaticism that was common in the south and west of Scotland two centuries ago; a conservative people, with an unwillingness to change old ways, with a slow and listless demeanour, a want of life and energy, and a tendency to huddle together, and to neglect ablution; a people who, some think, are destined to perish in the race with the Southron’.53 This unforgiving stereotype was followed by a prophecy of doom, inspired by fashionable social Darwinism. The joke about mañana being too precise a concept for Hebrideans, though told today in a kindly spirit, has its roots in disdainful, effectively racist views expressed in the nineteenth century. In most Scottish tourist haunts, upper-and middle-class people could appreciate the scenery without having to come into much contact with the locals. What made the St Kildan experience particularly irksome, for some, was finding themselves trapped on a small island, unable to evade the commercial wiles of the islanders.

Received wisdom

Many years ago, as a young prehistorian whose education included some anthropology, I became interested in small, face-to-face communities. When I came across Tom Steel’s stimulating and engaging book, The life and death of St Kilda, MacLeod’s image of the parliament immediately attracted my attention. I did not know then that Steel had written his book as an undergraduate, having recently been on a cruise to St Kilda with his father. Steel had been my precise contemporary at Cambridge, his college just along the road from mine. I read the second, revised edition of The life and death – which was published as a paperback in 1975, probably in response to the appearance of Charles Maclean’s Island on the edge of the world three years earlier. Publicity for Maclean’s book included a photograph of the twenty-six-year-old author sporting a fashionable haircut and kipper tie, accompanied by a group of elderly St Kildan exiles.54

Maclean was interested in the concept of St Kilda as a small-scale, self-governing island society; he sub-titled his book ‘Utopian St Kilda and its passing’. As a young man he had sought a lifestyle as different as possible from that of his larger-than-life father – the legendary war hero, politician and author Sir Fitzroy Maclean. The young Maclean had lived in communes and was well aware that St Kilda would have been no utopia. Nevertheless, alienated by twentieth-century consumerism, and concerned by humankind’s march towards environmental armageddon, he wondered whether the St Kilda story might hold lessons for those seeking more sustainable and harmonious ways of life. Perhaps it might be worth giving up the market economy and consumer choice in return for the benefits of a simpler existence? There might be something to be said for the life of the archetypal St Kildan, who simply ‘performed his duties, expressed himself in words and sometimes poetry and music, loved, lived and died’.55

Maclean’s hippyesque conclusion was brief. The life and death had a more pervasive theme. Steel portrayed St Kilda’s history as a classical tragedy; in his 1994 edition of his book, he even quoted Aristotle: ‘He who hears the tale told will thrill with horror and melt with pity.’56 If Icarus had flown too near the sun, the early argonauts of St Kilda had sailed too close to the wind. Steel identified tragic flaws in the collective psyche of the islanders. ‘Like many Celts’, they were ‘dreamers rather than men of action, much preferring to talk and be argumentative than to act’.57 Their religion ‘appealed to their gloomy, superstitious nature’.58 The introduction of an evangelical form of Christianity in the 1820s, he claimed, brought about a decline in productivity; fatalism – although ‘almost in keeping with the natural order of the island itself’ – crept into the people’s lives.59 The islanders became increasingly lazy.60 During the First World War, Steel intoned, ‘the St Kildans enjoyed a standard of living which their labours far from warranted’.61 They ‘lacked the adventurous spirit . . . of taking up the challenge of free enterprise’.62 They also ‘showed themselves to be stubborn, conservative, and incapable’.63 Apparently, they ‘were unable to accept new ideas; neither were they able to better themselves by applying new methods to their work’.64

This is a long charge-sheet. However, as we have seen, Steel’s view was far from original. It’s not hard to understand how the attitudes of late nineteenth-century tourists may have struck a chord with a middle-class undergraduate who had grown up in the late 1950s, an era of rising prosperity following Britain’s slow recovery from the Second World War. The Conservative government often trumpeted the virtues of free enterprise. So perhaps the St Kildans had indulged in too much ‘socialism’? In Island on the edge of the world, Charles Maclean was also disparaging: ‘Superstition flourished, parsimony turned to avarice, and what had been the easy rhythm of the old life became laziness,’ he maintained. There was ‘an oppressive sense of failure and helplessness’; the lives of the islanders were an anachronism; they had developed a ‘psychology of isolationism’.65 And so on. But was this an accurate diagnosis?

Decline and fall?

In August 1956 Lord Bute, the owner of St Kilda, died suddenly. Despite the long-standing manoeuvres of Max Nicholson on behalf of the Nature Conservancy, it turned out that the noble lord had bequeathed the archipelago to the National Trust for Scotland (NTS). In deciding whether to accept the legacy, the bigwigs of the trust were conscious that this was not their usual sort of property. And there was an awkward problem: the British government, consumed by the paranoia of the infant Cold War, intended to set up a rocket range on South Uist, supported by a radar station at St Kilda. Plans were at an advanced stage. Understandably the NTS’s management committee dithered before accepting the bequest, which they did in December 1956, rubber-stamping it the following month. There was little time to be lost. The situation was worrying. The Air Ministry was proposing to take down the abandoned houses on Hirta and use the stone for road-making; an acceptable archaeological record, they suggested, could be obtained by taking photographs before demolition. The Ministry of Works (which was officially responsible for archaeological sites) wasn’t proposing to make a preservation order or take any buildings into guardianship, nor did they have the staff to carry out a full archaeological survey.66

The RAF’s construction unit, 5004 Squadron, was scheduled to start work on Operation Hardrock in April 1957. The NTS representatives would have to assess their new acquisition quickly, amid the hurly-burly of construction. In the event, it was just as well that they insisted on being present. Under pressure back in February, the RAF had been compelled to promise not to demolish any of the houses, and to minimise damage to other structures.67 However, someone failed to tell the men on the ground; shortly after Operation Hardrock began, the trust’s research team had to make a dramatic intervention to save the abandoned cottages.68 The cultural heritage of an island whose inhabitants had often feared strangers came close to being destroyed by the government of a much larger island which was afraid of the Soviet Union.

There was no historian in the NTS team; the archaeology was appraised by two naturalists and a geographer, who did heroic work, producing a good rough survey of standing archaeological features at Village Bay and on Boreray, and developing ideas about medieval Hirta.69 The trust’s experts included a promising young naturalist, John Morton Boyd, and the well-respected Kenneth Williamson, who had just finished a nine-year stint as first warden of the Fair Isle Bird Observatory, and had written a good book about the Faroe Islands, where he had served during the war.70 Williamson recognised the so-called ‘boat-shaped structures’ beyond the Hirta head dyke as dismantled cleits long before archaeologists did.71 Together, he and Boyd wrote St Kilda summer, a lively account of Operation Hardrock.72

It was impossible for the naturalists to ignore the poignant remains of the homes of the last St Kildans. These were not the carefully curated structures to be seen today. In August 1958 a party of twelve English public schoolboys ‘cleared’ the houses and ‘levelled’ some of their floors, consigning many items of material culture to bonfires, burying ‘beds and most of the larger rubbish’ underground, greasing cauldrons, and putting ‘quite a lot of old bits and pieces’ into the ‘National Trust cleit’.73 During Operation Hardrock, the naturalists must often have mused on the fate of the extinct colony of Homo sapiens sapiens. They concluded that the islanders’ existence had become ‘an anachronism, and a degraded one at that’, and St Kilda ended as ‘the showplace not of birds and great cliffs and cragsmen without equal in the British scene, but of poverty, squalor, disease, and famine’. The ‘great personal integrity’ of the people ‘was corrupted by growing contact with the outside world’.74 Presumably it was exposure to the naturalists’ relentlessly Darwinian mindset that led Steel to claim that climbing fatalities at St Kilda appeared to have been controlled by ‘a process of natural selection’ so that ‘those who suffered death in this way were for the most part neither strong enough mentally or physically to be of lasting use to the community’.75 Seemingly much could hang (or fail to hang) on a fraying rope.

When he started his research, Steel soon came across tales of decadence. The contrast between the innocents portrayed by Martin and the hustlers encountered by disillusioned Victorian tourists made the fall from grace seem all the more dramatic. Steel attributed his St Kildan ‘tragedy’ mostly to the attitudes of the islanders. But was he seriously suggesting that if they had been less communitarian, less religious, or less ‘Celtic’, all would have been well?

If we are seeking the ‘causes’ of the evacuation, the islanders are not the only persons of interest. There is plenty of material in The life and death for the view that they were, in Shakespeare’s phrase, more sinned against than sinning. And talking of sin, Steel had harsh words for the Free Church and its oppressive Sabbatarianism. The arrival of the first modern evangelist, in the 1820s, did not bode well for gaiety and laughter, for drinking and dancing and re-telling the old stories. There was no place for light relief; life became ‘an intensified, inescapable struggle for survival’.76 Steel did admit that ‘life on St Kilda required a religion of sorts . . . faith was the only thing that could make any continued habitation possible’.77 He also conceded that ‘the socialist system’ was ‘partly induced by the conditions in which the St Kildans found themselves’.78 Their education, he felt, should have been much more practical; educationists and sociologists had made mistakes, albeit with the best intentions.79 Nor did the laird escape censure: ‘For much of its history, St Kilda was treated as a source of revenue,’ he said; ‘extortion not only took place, but was expected by the islanders’.80 Steel also deplored the lack of vision of politicians and civil servants, and the naïveté of philanthropists, or ‘do-gooders’, as he disdainfully labelled them. As for Sands, he had been trying to sow the seeds of ‘an awakened liberalism’ in ‘an outpost of nowhere’, having no understanding of the workings of a feudal system.81

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, numerous islands off the coasts of Scotland and Ireland were abandoned by their inhabitants. In some places, viable communities were abolished by profit-hungry lairds; on Pabbay in the Sound of Harris, for example, over 300 people had to make way for a single sheep farm.82 Islands were also deserted voluntarily, usually after their populations had fallen to forty or fifty, making them no longer demographically viable.83 By 1930 St Kilda’s population had reached the mid thirties. Normally, beleaguered islanders left without much fuss. For an iconic place like St Kilda, such a scenario was pretty well impossible. Journalists, photographers and film-makers were bound to turn up – and they did, despite a ban ordered by the Scottish Office. After the evacuation, some of the exiles were homesick, becoming disillusioned with their new lives. Much later, when Steel had a job in television, he made a film which highlighted the pathos of the evacuation. Picking up on the words of a former native, he chose to call it A far better place. Ironically, the man who contributed this nostalgic phrase had put more distance between himself and his former life than any of his fellow islanders did.84

Reading that ‘neither St Kilda or its population could be adapted to fit in with the needs, aspirations and standards of modern society’, or contemplating Steel’s chapter heading ‘The changeless amid the changed’, I am reminded of today’s politicians, who call for certain things to be ‘fit for the twenty-first century’, as if it is the very calendar which demands change. The St Kildans’ critics tended to judge them instrumentally, assessing their ‘productivity’ and how they shaped up as rent-paying tenants. They had different standards for measuring themselves.

A wide social gulf separated the ‘natives’ from most of their visitors. Tourists would have wanted to experience the majesty of the scenery and to exploit its potential as a subject for painting or sketching – or to calculate how much profit might be made from such a place. Most would probably have preferred to keep their distance from the natives. However, on Hirta almost everything happens within the small hill-girt theatre of Village Bay. Only when visitors had retreated to their boat, anchored in the bay, could they have escaped social intercourse with the islanders (with luck). Hirta’s geography made it impossible to ignore her people; by accident, some visitors thus became amateur anthropologists. Because so much has been written down, the archipelago has been a happy hunting-ground for ethnography. It’s often suggested that St Kildan lifeways were exceptional even within the Hebrides. Perversely, the place which ethnographers know most about is the one which has come to be regarded as different and special. However, we need to remember that around 1730, after a devastating epidemic, Hirta had to be largely re-settled by immigrants from Skye and the Western Isles – an episode which must have fostered a ‘hybrid’ culture, a mix of the introduced and the indigenous. St Kildan lifeways were more mainstream Hebridean than we are sometimes led to believe.

It is illuminating to consider the scourge of the Hirta community – neonatal tetanus – which carried off so many newborn babies and may have been introduced by the immigrants mentioned above (the problem was first described by Kenneth Macaulay in 1764). Now it so happens that a study of causes of deaths within the first month of life in the second half of the nineteenth century has revealed figures for the Isle of Skye which were worse than those for Scotland’s grimmest urban areas.85 Although the disease was never mentioned in the registers, researchers have argued that the peak in deaths during the second week of life is very likely to be due to neonatal tetanus. Owing to the scarcity of doctors, and their difficulties in getting around, infant deaths frequently went medically uncertified, their causes often registered as ‘unknown’. Further uncertainties stem from doctors’ varying knowledge, and from the information received from relatives of the dead babies, not to mention translation from Gaelic to English. By contrast, although at ‘remote’ St Kilda a doctor was even less likely to have been on hand when an infant died, the notoriety of infantile tetanus in this much-visited place ensured that register entries were usually explicit. In the case of St Kilda, experts ruminated at length over this malady and its causes; on the Isle of Skye, infantile tetanus went unregistered, literally. The idea that St Kilda was culturally exceptional should not be exempt from scrutiny.
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Olden times

In the historical record, St Kilda turns up late – incidentally, in an Icelandic saga. There’s thus no getting away from the fact that prehistory in these islands lasts until the end of the Middle Ages; most of the archipelago’s past has to be reconstructed by archaeologists and the scientists with whom we collaborate. Persuading archaeology to generate a viable historical narrative on its own is always hard work. Archaeology in the St Kilda archipelago can be a tough gig – trying to see structure in an inscrutable scatter of stones, cleaning up the site in persistent fog or drizzle, not finding much. Archaeologists can be quite combative over a pint or two of an evening, and we are by no means unanimous about the likely shape of St Kilda’s remote past.

The traditional archaeologists’ view of Hirta’s prehistory was first expressed by Barry Cottam in 1979. It’s very downbeat.1 Cottam suggested that the voyage to the archipelago would have been ‘a daunting prospect’ in the Mesolithic (the time of hunter-gatherers, some six to eight thousand years ago). ‘During the first three thousand years of human settlement in the Hebrides’ he felt, ‘St Kilda remained a remote and unpopulated outpost . . . It is difficult to envisage St Kilda holding any attraction for other than a fugitive population . . . It would seem that the economy and culture of the St Kildan inhabitants was largely “Neolithic” in its literal sense until late medieval times.’ Cottam also thought that ‘from the outset, the St Kilda economy was impoverished in terms of available resources and therefore developed at times along rather different lines from that of the mainland. Periods of relative isolation and independent evolution are interspersed with occasional parallel development when immigrants would appear to have introduced contemporary ideas from the mainland.’ The idea of a special, distinctive island culture, maybe like that of Easter Island or Neolithic Malta, was perhaps suggested by the hundreds of conspicuous cleits in the archipelago – those turf-roofed, stone-built sheds which are rarely seen elsewhere.2 Cottam saw St Kilda as ‘marginal’. And it may indeed seem obvious to my readers that if a locality such as St Kilda isn’t marginal, the term has no meaning.

The received wisdom, then, thinks of the archipelago as hard to reach and unattractive to live in, more likely a venue for occasional summer visits than a magnet for early settlement. And when people did get round to living there on a permanent basis (goodness knows why!), they were still too isolated to participate fully in the cultural life of the region. Innovations would be slow to arrive, and people would have developed idiosyncratic lifeways on these seabird-rich islands. However, a more upbeat view of St Kilda’s remote past has been gaining momentum in recent years. Those who favour the traditional view may need to revise their ideas.

New discoveries

In 1994, when I first went to St Kilda as a member of a National Trust work party, it didn’t take me long to notice the stone tools set in the fabric of the cleits, walls and other standing structures at Village Bay. They looked like broken hoe-blades or mattocks, and they were made of dark dolerite, which stood out from the oatmeal-coloured granophyre stones from which most of these structures were built. A visit to the little museum in house 4 confirmed that not much was known about these artefacts. And it seemed that nobody had understood that you need fresh stone to make tools like this; you can’t use boulders from the beach. A glance at a geological map showed me that the dolerite must have come from the south-west side of Village Bay. Looking up, I spotted an obvious line of ancient quarries, looking like the dark tops of cave-mouths peeking out above a thick grassy sward, just above a rough ledge along the face of the crags at Clash na Bearnaich (alias The Chimney) (Plates 5, 26).

When I got home, I did some further research. The stone tools had been noticed back in the 1840s, when a St Kildan digging a potato patch near the centre of the village broke through into an underground chamber – a narrow, walled corridor roofed with stone slabs. The islanders named this strange structure Taigh an t-Sithiche – the Fairies’ House. Archaeologists would later recognise it as a ‘souterrain’ dating from the Iron Age, roughly 2,000 years ago – an underground store, a cool cellar and maybe also a hiding place. In 1876 John Sands excavated the Fairies’ House and came across ‘a large number’ of ‘rude stone implements resembling hatchets or wedges’. The St Kildans said: ‘Sean làmhòg, sian sgian,’ (Old knife, old axe) when they saw them.3 The souterrain has been ‘excavated’ more than once since then, and recognisable Iron Age pottery has been uncovered. The presence of a souterrain may imply that there was a high-status residence on Hirta in the Iron Age, probably a thick-walled and roughly circular structure, a dun or a broch, at the heart of an established farming and fowling community. That there is apparently no trace of such a structure today may be explained by the islanders’ habit of re-using building stone; despite their best efforts, archaeologists haven’t been able to find any vestiges of the old chapels marked on a seventeenth-century map either. For a long time, the souterrain and its contents served as almost the only archaeological feature which attested to the fact that St Kilda had a prehistory at all. More recently, remains dating from the Iron Age have been picked up elsewhere on Hirta, during excavations sponsored by the NTS.4

The year after my first visit, I came back with Mark Edmonds, an archaeologist who knows more about lithics than I do. Together we mapped the find-spots of broken hoe-blades. Their distribution coincided rather well with the area covered by a network of old field-walls – an old field system, which we called the Tobar Childa system, after the old well at its heart. It had already been mapped by the Royal Commission,5 and had evidently been constructed long before the modern head dyke of the 1830s. The irregular fields of the Tobar Childa field system reminded me of the prehistoric field systems in Shetland, at sites such as Scord of Brouster, where the walls have been excavated and found to be Neolithic.6 The Northern Isles are also the best locality to find hoe-blades comparable to those on Hirta. I began to wonder whether St Kilda might have been less isolated than archaeologists seemed to think.

The following year, we came back again. One day, looking around with a landscape archaeologist’s eye, I had a stroke of luck. At Village Bay a high, massive wall runs from the southern edge of the street to join the wall at the edge of the sea. It has been built along a croft boundary, and it once split the cultivable land of the village into two equal parts. There was no gateway in this great wall; when the RAF’s engineers arrived in 1957, one of their first acts was to knock through an opening for a new road. The bulldozer driver tipped the spoil close by, over a low cliff onto the beach. And in doing so, he created a viewing platform for archaeologists to have a look at the profile of the soil at the top of the cliff-face. And that’s just what I did, when I clambered up Operation Hardrock’s spoil tip and found four unmistakeable Neolithic potsherds, dating from the fourth millennium bc, sticking out of the soil profile near the top of the cliff (Plate 7c). Much more recently, when I put ‘St Kilda’ into the Bodleian Library’s electronic catalogue, I nearly fell off my seat. Another archaeologist, Mike Copper, had looked at the geological makeup of the grit that tempered the clay from which this pottery had been made, and concluded that in three of the four sherds it was locally sourced, whilst the fourth sherd was evidently made in the Western Isles.7 In my view, people who bothered to seek out clay and make pottery here would have thought of themselves as here to stay. A good deal of pottery was made on Hirta over later centuries – in the Iron Age, and more recently.8 John Sands was told by some men that they had often found small vessels of clay in the earth.9

Questioning the orthodox view

In 2005 Mike Copper’s work was yet to come. When I wrote St Kilda and the wider world, I broke with convention, taking the view that there was probably plenty of human activity on Hirta before the Iron Age, and that the archipelago was never culturally isolated. Though I couldn’t prove it archaeologically, I felt that both the manufacture of stone hoe-blades and the use of the Tobar Childa field system, or part of it, were likely to pre-date the horizon represented by the souterrain. Ten years later, Angela Gannon and George Geddes, authors of the most recently published account of St Kilda’s archaeology, would have none of it.10 Perhaps still attached to the idea that St Kilda must always have been ‘marginal’, they preferred their own ‘recognition’ of ‘a rich medieval period’ to my own ‘notion’ (as they put it) of ‘a particularly rich prehistoric landscape in Village Bay’.11

Gannon and Geddes chose to stick with the established archaeological convention that you shouldn’t date anything earlier than warranted by direct evidence. However, archaeological narratives also rely on argument and the balance of probabilities. It all depends on how much (or how little) archaeological work has been done on the issue in question. A once standard work on Stonehenge put forward the view that the monument might well have been designed by a Mycenaean architect.12 Having done a good deal more research, we now know that Stonehenge is much too old for that. On Hirta, the policy of the NTS-sponsored archaeological work parties has been to excavate peripheral sites, avoiding those most likely to answer central research questions. In discussing St Kilda’s prehistory, we need to assess what is probable as well as what is ‘certain’.

What about the concept of marginality? I would suggest that even out here it’s not helpful; the Outer Hebrides themselves are often considered pretty marginal. Ironically it was Gannon and Geddes’s own team of Royal Commission surveyors who went out to Boreray – itself marginal to ‘marginal’ Hirta – and to their astonishment came across the remains of a remarkable ‘field system’ on its steep and forbidding slopes (Plate 21). Probably of medieval date, the system consisted of roughly parallel boundaries running up to a long ‘head dyke’.13

I would argue that prehistoric argonauts didn’t see St Kilda through the eyes of modern geographers or land economists. When they set sail to explore new lands, they were opportunists, tough and resilient people with open minds. In support of their approach, Gannon and Geddes have pointed out that ‘there is no evidence for ocean-going craft in Britain until the Bronze Age’.14 They may have overlooked another archaeologists’ favourite saying – that absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. There may indeed be no material evidence for boats; the sea is unforgiving. However, we can’t gainsay the evidence that throughout the ‘Atlantic seaways’ of the west and north of Britain Neolithic people and their predecessors settled on islands large and small. The most conspicuous marks of their passage are the stone-built (‘megalithic’) chamber tombs and cairns which they constructed on both sides of the Irish Sea, as well as in south-west Scotland, the Hebrides and the Northern Isles; there are plenty of them in the Western Isles.15

In prehistoric times, mariners would have known these waters well. Boat-builders and sailors have a great deal of specialised knowledge; they know the properties of constructional materials, the design of boats and their gear, the vagaries of local weather, the tell-tale behaviour of birds, the intricacies of the coastlines and the effects of wind and tides. When seafarers meet, they discuss distant ports and anchorages, inspecting each other’s boats with expert eyes; it happens to this day at St Kilda, over a beer or two. Wherever sailors make landfall, such knowledge will spread quickly, becoming the common property of the maritime community. Sea-lore is cumulative, widely dispersed, not easily lost. As raiders by sea spread terror, threatening genocide, enslavement and the imposition of a new political order, we may be sure that someone was quietly observing the design of their ships. The mariner bound for St Kilda must wait for an anticyclone. There’s no reason to believe that people who could cross the Minch from Skye to reach the Western Isles would have lacked the confidence to sail to St Kilda, or to envisage a successful return voyage. A land-lubber’s perspective does not help us understand the Hebridean Neolithic.

In both Orkney and the Western Isles, Neolithic colonists probably arrived around 3800 bc.16 The craft of the potter, developed further south, in the Arran, Bute and Argyll region, probably reached the Hebrides not long after it got going on the mainland; Neolithic pottery also displays links with Orkney and the north-east mainland.17 A Neolithic axe-head found in Lewis was made from porcellanite from northern Ireland; its wooden haft produced a radiocarbon date in the late fourth millennium bc.18 Sherds from two distinctive Hebridean Neolithic pots have been found on the north coast of Ireland.19 Pitchstone from the Isle of Arran reached Orkney in the Neolithic.20 Despite all these straws in the wind, some archaeologists have chosen to exclude St Kilda from the Neolithic travellers’ club, preferring to believe that not much happened here until the Iron Age.

A Mesolithic prelude?

I wouldn’t be at all surprised to discover that the St Kilda archipelago was visited or even colonised by hunter-gatherers as long ago as the Mesolithic, before 4000 bc and the arrival of the first farmers. After all, it took a long time for archaeologists to confirm their guess that Mesolithic people must have reached and settled in the Western and Northern Isles. The western coastal plain of the Western Isles, now mostly beneath the sea, was once partially wooded, forming an attractive land for Mesolithic people to inhabit. Declines in the amount of woodland before the arrival of the first farmers have been picked up by palaeobotanists from fossil pollen. Some of these tree losses are thought to have resulted from the activities of humans.21

For tool-making, the Mesolithic people of the Hebrides used whatever stone came to hand; they discovered pitchstone on the Isle of Arran and bloodstone on the Isle of Rum.22 Mesolithic stone tools made in the Hebrides were often rough and ready; lithic specialists tend to classify them as ‘unclassified’. At Northton, at the western end of the Sound of Harris, virtually the ‘gateway’ to St Kilda, a Mesolithic horizon dated to the latter part of the sixth millennium bc featured an ‘undiagnostic’ assemblage of flakes and blades of flint, quartz and hornfels, prompting the suggestion that ‘many of the undiagnostic lithic scatters recovered from the area represent the very evidence that has eluded the recognition of Mesolithic activity in this region for so long’.23 An ‘undiagnostic’ assemblage was precisely what was found on recent excavations at the radar station base on Hirta.

It’s hard to believe that Mesolithic fowlers ignored St Kilda, with its enticing colonies of puffins, Manx shearwaters, gannets and great auks. Personally, I wonder if humans had something to do with the arrival of ribwort plantain in the archipelago. A pollen diagram from Gleann Mór, produced back in 1980 by Mike Walker, demonstrates that the plant was continuously present here from around 4700 or 4500 bc. This plant could of course have arrived ‘naturally’, as Walker assumed. On Surtsey, the new volcanic island which emerged in the mid 1960s some 32km off the coast of Iceland, plantain only took forty years to turn up, soon after the start of the first seagull colony.24 However, St Kilda is further away from land than Surtsey, which leaves me asking whether the seeds of ribwort plantain were introduced to Hirta by Mesolithic people – who could have carried them in their hair, their clothing, their excrement, or perhaps in a couple of turves put in a boat to keep imported fire going during the voyage.25

The key requirements for fowling are cunning, stealth, knowledge of birds’ habits (which are highly predictable) and sometimes good teamwork and mutual understanding. In recent centuries, parties consisting mainly of teenage girls caught hundreds of puffins at St Kilda every summer. With the help of snares, nooses, nets and dogs, it wasn’t hard; the puffin’s beak is sharper than its intellect. Apparently, if a hunter always stays in the same place among the puffin burrows, the puffins ‘calmly and philosophically [accept] the presence of the man and his net as part and parcel of the world of the puffinry’. In the case of puffins and Manx shearwaters, eggs and birds may often be captured simply by reaching down into a burrow with a hook or a hand (ideally gloved when the burrow is occupied!)’26 There are several zones of puffins and Manx shearwaters on Hirta where no ropes or climbing skills are called for, notably on Carn Mór’27 We know that Mesolithic people in this region caught birds which were relatively easy to capture, like the puffin. But they were also prepared to court risk, going after cliff-nesting species such as guillemots and razorbills (and presumably their eggs); they didn’t necessarily need ropes. And they may well have known how to conserve the meat on the birds they caught, by wind-drying, smoking or salting it – in which case they could have established a permanent colony in the archipelago.28 Mesolithic fowlers in the Inner Hebrides liked to catch the now extinct great auk, also known as the garefowl – ‘the penguin of the north Atlantic’.29 These flightless birds, around 70cm tall, weighed about 5kg; standing around in large colonies, they would have been easy prey for human hunters. Great auks were still to be found on Hirta at the end of the seventeenth century. We do not know when the colony was first established. These birds liked to lay their eggs on bare rock; they may well have congregated at the mouth of Gleann Mór, where there was a rock known as ‘the rock of the garefowl’ in the nineteenth century.30

Anyone who has enjoyed catching, roasting and eating puffins would consider the St Kilda archipelago a gastronomic paradise. The same goes for those who like to feast on gannet and fulmar, or Manx shearwater (which was a medieval delicacy). Of course, we can’t assume that the present-day density and distribution of seabirds precisely reflects that of 8,000 years ago. However, the fishing territories of gannets are contiguous and don’t overlap, which implies a large measure of long-term stability in the distribution of their major colonies.31

The first farmers

We don’t know when the first farmers reached St Kilda. Analysis of a peat profile from Conachair has provided a pollen grain sequence from about 3100 bc (that is, in the later Neolithic) until around 1400 bc (in the middle of the Bronze Age). It shows that whenever charcoal increased, there was a decrease in the pollen of common sorrel – and vice versa.32 (Hirta has always been virtually treeless, though in receipt of driftwood from across the Atlantic.) We can hardly explain the ‘see-saw’ relationship between charcoal and sorrel as the consequence of natural fires; it’s been interpreted as reflecting the presence of humans – the result of domestic fires and/or heather-burning to improve the quality of grassland. In 1697 Martin noticed that the use of compost containing barley (derived from roof-thatch and/or byre manure) resulted in the spread of ‘much sorrel’33 (Plate 2). The pollen record, then, suggests that people actually lived here during the last two-thirds of the Scottish Neolithic and the first half of the Bronze Age, more or less continuously.

Setting aside my Neolithic potsherds, there are quite a few undated things on Hirta which were potentially in use for many centuries; dated examples found elsewhere show that some of these might easily date from before the Iron Age. People used mortars for grinding food and other things, using pestles made from beach pebbles carrying tell-tale wear on one or both ends (these things are known to archaeologists as ‘trough querns’ and ‘hammer-stones’).34 (Quite a few trough-querns were sold to tourists, especially just before the 1930 evacuation.) The pestles fit nicely in the hand. When we are contemplating a minimalist view of Hirta’s occupation, we have to consider just how many years’ use would have generated the wear which we see on the ends of these pestles (Plate 4c). Then there are ‘Skaill knives’, consisting of flakes struck from dolerite beach pebbles. Skaill knives are ‘common in Neolithic and some Bronze Age sites in Orkney and Shetland, and they can occur in their hundreds in middens on later Neolithic sites’.35

We need to think about the numerous dolerite hoe-blades, almost always found broken, or in the form of unfinished roughouts, formally known to archaeologists as ‘flaked stone bars’. They cover the ground occupied by the Tobar Childa field system, which occupies a crescent of rising ground behind the crofts, above and below the head dyke. In the 1830s people partially demolished these old, turf-covered walls and built cleits on the stretches left intact; for drying hay, peat or dead birds, they caught the wind nicely (Plate 24). The walls once formed the boundaries of irregular fields, which were apparently still in use in the mid eighteenth century.36 In archaeology-speak, the Tobar Childa field system (Plate 7b) is a ‘multi-period’ system, if ever there was one. Its walls were thickened by the addition of extra faces; over the years, probably over centuries, more and more parcels of land were attached to the existing system, old enclosures being sometimes incorporated. At the top of the system was a head dyke, succeeded by another one further up the hill as more fields were taken in; the upper one has been truncated by the sea-cliff at its eastern end. The sloping, erosion-prone land occupied by much of these fields must surely have been enclosed after the deeper soils of the Village Bay zone had been exploited. The field system was evidently in use for a long time. Although Gannon and Geddes seem unwilling to believe that the fields are any earlier than medieval, comparable examples dating from long before the Iron Age have been found, for example on Shetland and the Isle of Canna.37 On Hirta, there are quite a few roughly circular or oval enclosures, defined by low walls or rickles of stone – the sort usually regarded as probably prehistoric when they occur elsewhere on British heathlands (Plate 7a).38

Artefacts

People have taken small dolerite pebbles off the beach and exposed them to heat. The cracked, shattered and reddened remnants of such pebbles are quite plentiful at Village Bay; they are most numerous in the central zone, around the graveyard, the Fairies’ House and just south of these features. In Britain generally, such concentrations of fire-cracked stones usually indicate the former presence of ‘burnt mounds’. Often close to running water and sometimes roughly horseshoe-shaped, such mounds were usually formed by discarding burnt pebbles around a receptacle for water or some other liquid. Most of these mounds are prehistoric, and some were apparently located well away from normal living-spaces. However, in some places, such as Fair Isle (Shetland), concentrations of fire-cracked stones are indicators of nearby prehistoric settlement sites.39 There are various activities which would have needed hot stones – boiling water, heating food, brewing beer, grain-drying, making cheese, heating stews; we mostly have to guess.

Archaeologists sometimes point out dismissively that these broken hoe-blades, fire-cracked stones and so on, stuffed as they are into the crevices of Hirta’s nineteenth-century walls, are ‘residual’, or ‘re-deposited’ – that is, they are no longer in the places (or ‘contexts’) where they were discarded or lost by their original users. It must be true that things like pestles, mortars and the large cushion-like beach boulders which are also found at Village Bay (and may have been used as seats or pillows) were probably picked up and re-used from time to time. But this won’t often have been the case with discarded and broken hoe-blades. A few small objects may have been accidentally moved around in baskets of manure taken from byres to distant cultivation-patches. It’s unlikely, however, that the particular adventures of individual artefacts have significantly affected the overall distribution pattern.

In the zone above and beyond the 1830s head dyke, modern activity has been quite limited. In recent centuries, after the peat was pared off, revealing old field-walls, people built a few new walled enclosures out here; most are still standing. In one such locality, near cleits 152 and 153, I have found a range of stone hoe-blades, most of them broken (in situ?), beach-pebble ‘hammer-stones’ or pestles of varying weights, a fragment of fire-cracked stone, a knife consisting of a flake from a beach pebble, and a small dolerite core (Plate 4). There are just too many artefacts here for them to have been fetched by accident from a distance; these things must lie near where their owners left or lost them. They form part of an ‘assemblage’, incomplete but definitely local, in an outlying part of the Tobar Childa field system, a place where an old enclosure underlies a much more recent one.

Flint, which must have been imported to the archipelago, has been found at six distinct localities at Village Bay, usually during archaeological excavation; finds include scrapers and struck flakes. An excavation carried out quite recently at the site of the base for the radar station produced a redeposited ‘assemblage’ of twelve pieces of flint and nine of quartz; the tools included four scrapers. Torben Ballin, who studied these finds, noted the stoneknappers’ economical approach to the use of sparse flint resources and suggested that the assemblage ‘might date to the late Mesolithic/early Neolithic framework’.40 On the basis of cores which I have come across myself, I have concluded that quite small dolerite tools – which we don’t seem to have come across yet – were once manufactured at Village Bay.

Sheep: the three races

There is also the question of St Kilda’s three races of primitive sheep (Plate 25). The first ones to be brought in were the Soays, which gave their name to the island of Soay, just off the north-west tip of Hirta (Plate 20). This Norse name means ‘The isle of Sheep’; probably the sheep were already on the island when the Norsemen first reached the archipelago. Today, Soays may sometimes be seen grazing beside reconstructions of Iron Age roundhouses. This is misleading. The late Michael Ryder, a world expert on the history of domestic sheep, was quite precise about where they fit in.41 Over time, sheep were bred to improve the quality of their wool, among other things. By comparing wool fibres of ancient textiles with wool of primitive sheep breeds, Ryder could outline the stages in this process and roughly date them. He came to the conclusion that the ancestors of Soays were essentially Bronze Age sheep, quite possibly dating from the late Bronze Age. He argued that they must have arrived in the St Kilda archipelago before another old race of St Kilda sheep, which included ones with grey fleeces. These were the Borerays, which have traditionally lived on Boreray and still do. They are ‘Northern short-tails’, more like the Orkney-Shetland type, which Ryder assigned to the Iron Age, in a broad sense. Had the Soays arrived after the Bronze Age, he argued, some of them might have been expected to sport grey fleeces.42

It’s recently become clear that Ryder was right; the Borerays were evidently introduced to Hirta and kept there sometime in the Iron Age, in a broad sense (that is, any time between perhaps 500 bc and ad 500). Probably not long after the Borerays arrived, the ‘Bronze Age’ Soays were restricted or banished to the island which has given them their name. Perhaps the islanders valued the different qualities of the two races of sheep and felt it advisable to keep them separate. Ryder thought that the Soays might have been exiled because their rams would have been too feisty for those belonging to other races to compete with. I’m not sure it would have been that simple.43 When the Norsemen arrived, Boreray sheep were probably not yet on Boreray.

A case has been made that the name ‘Hirta’ came from Old Norse hjörd (as in ‘Herdwick’) and thus meant ‘isle of herded sheep’; it’s possible that ‘Soay’ meant, by contrast, ‘the isle of feral sheep’. In the late thirteenth century, the Sheep Letter, which set regulations for the management of sheep in the Northern Isles, set penalties for letting wild sheep get among tame ones.44 We might see the exile of the Borerays to Boreray in this light; it probably occurred when the Norsemen themselves brought in a third race of sheep, the ones whose descendants were kept on Hirta until the late nineteenth century. From around 1830 some of these sheep were exported to the mainland and kept in the parks of the gentry. They were called St Kildas in those days, although their descendants are now known as Hebrideans. I will tell their story later.

Upbeat, downbeat

Quite recently, archaeologists digging at the radar station base turned up a couple of intriguing finds. One was a piece of pottery with shell-impressed decoration, described as ‘potentially a Beaker sherd’. Beaker ware is a highly distinctive pottery style which was made and distributed in many parts of Europe (including the Western Isles) in the late Neolithic for several centuries from around 2500 bc. The second find from the base was the first stone ard point roughout to be recognised on Hirta.45 An ard point was intended to be fitted to the tip of the share of a primitive ard – a ‘plough’ which sliced through the earth and scratched the top of the subsoil but didn’t turn a furrow. Numerous ard points have been found in Shetland, where they date from the Bronze Age onwards. If this was a ‘roughout’, might it have been made by a visitor from the Northern Isles, trying out a stone-working technique known back home? Quite a few of the prehistoric artefacts found on Hirta look more at home in Orkney or Shetland than in the Western Isles, though our knowledge of the latter area is limited, because many prehistoric sites must lie buried beneath thick peat, or under the sands of the machair on the west coast; others would have been overwhelmed by rising sea levels along the western fringe of the Long Island (the Outer Hebrides).

It seems that no one has yet identified any Neolithic or Bronze Age sites on Hirta with any confidence. However, the small cists – box-like constructions made of stone slabs, which were probably related to human burial and came to light in the vigorous ground-breaking of the 1830s – may well have been constructed in those times. It is intriguing that deer antlers were once found about 30cm deep in the peat of Oiseval;46 it seems that at some stage someone may have imported a few young deer and established a herd here. It’s been suggested that red deer were taken to the Western Isles in the Neolithic and may have had a special status at that time.47 One interpretation of the name ‘Hirta’ is ‘The Stags’; this might be a reference to the island’s jagged outline.48 I’m reminded that today there are two rock islets off north-west Hirta which are known from their profiles as ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’.

At the moment we can’t prove that stone hoe-blades pre-date the Iron Age, or that the sprawling Tobar Childa field system pre-dates the later Middle Ages. A Cottamite might say that burnt stones could have come from a sixteenth-century corn-drying kiln rather than a prehistoric burnt mound. Such a person might suggest that the trough querns and their pestles could all be medieval. Maybe the ‘Bronze Age’ Soay sheep weren’t brought to Hirta until the Iron Age. Maybe it’s entirely coincidental that people used stone hoe-blades and made Skaill knives from pebble-flakes both at St Kilda and in the Northern Isles. Perhaps visitors to Hirta really did wait until the Iron Age before appreciating the tool-producing potential of the Clash na Bearnaich dolerite – even if they set sail from a land of uncompromising gneiss. Maybe prehistoric people weren’t attracted by the seabirds and the great auk colony, and perhaps they didn’t care overmuch for the deep soils at Village Bay – which would have been much more extensive in the Neolithic, before five millennia of coastal erosion had done its work. As for the pollen record – who’s going to hang history on a pollen sequence, even if the episodes of burning do seem to have lasted 1,700 years or so?

Proponents of the downbeat version of St Kilda’s prehistory tend to stress the ‘exiguous’ or ‘sparse’ nature of the evidence. If this was any other Hebridean locality, however, prehistorians would keep an open mind about the possibility of pre-Iron Age occupation; indeed, they would be grateful for the amount and diversity of the St Kilda material. If St Kilda was marginal, nobody seems to have told its late seventeenth-century inhabitants (who numbered a couple of hundred). Martin tells us about their rich cultural lives – the pony cavalcades, the games of shinty, the people’s aptitude for composing poetry, their love of music and dancing, and their observation of religious festivals and calendar customs.49 They were good swimmers and divers in those days. On top of this, every summer they were expected to feed and accommodate the members of the tacksman’s retinue – several dozen young men (plus a few women). Life on Hirta wasn’t idyllic, but neither was it culturally bereft or backward. ‘Both sexes have a great inclination to novelty,’ said Martin.50

It seems that the habit of clinging to the concept of marginality, plus a refusal to take so much as a single step beyond ‘direct’ evidence, have led to a minimalist and dismissive approach to prehistory before the Iron Age. Despite a fair number of straws in the wind, some still can’t believe that it can have amounted to very much. From the Iron Age onwards, St Kilda evidently participated in the cultural changes which swept through the region – so why not during the Neolithic and Bronze Age? For myself, I don’t believe that St Kilda ever took a holiday from history. Time will tell which vision of the archipelago’s prehistory is nearer to the truth. Future archaeologists will doubtless enjoy working it out. In future, there may well be surprises; personally, I can’t help reminding myself how much of St Kilda’s archaeology isn’t dated at all.
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This happy breed of men

Before the Norsemen arrived, it’s likely that people in the Hebrides were speaking Pictish.1 It’s been suggested that there may once have been as many as six or seven early Christian chapels at St Kilda, serving a settled community.2 Although the locations of three of them were recorded by Martin, archaeologists have so far failed to find any remains of these structures. However, three stone slabs bearing crosses, incised or carved in relief, have survived at Village Bay; one of them was re-used as a window-jamb at house 16.3 There are also two kinds of primitive ‘houses’ which may date from these times. Scattered through the main settlement zone at Village Bay, and mostly not very far from the Tobar Childa spring, are ten stone structures, the most famous of which is called Calum Mór’s House. These are corbelled, larger than cleits, and may be provided with corbelled side-chambers or wall-beds. It’s possible that they were retained to be used as ‘guest rooms’ for members of the retinues of medieval tacksmen.4 In Gleann Mór, the Amazon’s House is one of several structures scattered through the glen, each consisting of a small open ‘courtyard’ with small corbelled chambers opening off it. These buildings are thought to be ‘Pictish’ or medieval; they may originally have been used in connection with summer grazing, as they were during recorded history. The little chambers may have been used to confine calves or lambs when someone wanted to milk their mothers.

The period of Norse supremacy in the Western Isles (or the Southern Isles, as they were naturally called by Scandinavians) lasted until the middle of the thirteenth century. There was almost certainly a large and well-established Norse/Pictish community on Hirta during this period. The first mention of St Kilda’s main island occurs in an Icelandic saga.5 It relates to the year 1202, when a ship carrying Gudmundr Arason, a prelate on his way to Norway to take up a bishopric, was driven off course in a storm and had to make an unscheduled landing on Hirta. One version of the tale says that it was here that Gudmundr learned of the recent death of the king of Norway. This is entirely possible; news travels far by sea, and quickly. That St Kilda was incorporated into the Norse realm is demonstrated by discoveries which point to at least one high-status Viking burial on Hirta and certain Norse place-names which have survived to be misunderstood and/or mispronounced by Gaelic-speakers in the later Middle Ages.6 Archaeologists have found fragments of stone bowls and a spindle-whorl which were made from steatite (also known as soapstone); this material was probably quarried in Shetland.7 The Norsemen probably also brought stowaways – the ancestors of the St Kilda field mouse and the St Kilda house mouse.

Not far away at Bornais on South Uist, the Norse community was very well organised.8 Stable isotope analysis of the bones of livestock has indicated that they were managed in a regular, disciplined fashion in relation to their food supply and the areas where they were grazed – more than was the case in earlier times.9 I think there are reasons to believe that the Norsemen were similarly well organised at St Kilda. There are four old head dykes in the archipelago (all admittedly undated) – one on Boreray, one incorporated within the long-lived Tobar Childa field system at Village Bay, one at the top of that system, and another, apparently unfinished, on the uppermost slopes of Gleann Mór (Plate 23). Such head dykes, separating in-bye from out-bye land, were normal in Iceland, Faroe, Norway and Shetland;10 at Bornais, grazing livestock were kept well away from the cereal crops on the machair. Head dykes also defined the realms of supernatural powers – the good, the bad and the ugly. On Hirta there are also the remains of boundaries which close off promontories, presumably also in order to control livestock.11

On Martin Martin’s list of St Kilda’s exports, wool takes the second place, after feathers. For seafarers in the north-east Atlantic, warm clothing would have been extremely important. What’s more, the sails of Viking ships were often made of wool, which, counter-intuitively, has excellent water-shedding properties, as experimental archaeology has demonstrated. Wool which is ‘rooed’ (plucked), as at St Kilda, is much better in this respect than sheared wool.12 Making the warp from the coarse outer coats of short-tailed sheep and the weft from their fine inner coats created a strong water-shedding sail. Producing a large one apparently required an entire year’s harvest of wool from some 2000 sheep.13 Hebridean textiles were highly rated; there’s an Icelandic saga in which a Hebridean woman turns up in Iceland with a range of exquisite textiles, including bedclothes, English sheets, quilt, bed-curtains and a bed-canopy14 (perhaps feathers came in here too). It’s probable that the Norsemen introduced their preferred variety of sheep to Hirta (the St Kildas, whose descendants are now known as Hebrideans). As we have seen, one interpretation of the island’s name in Norse times is ‘isle of herded sheep’.15 A major component of the head dykes on Hirta would have been turf, and if constructional turves are not to fall apart, they need to contain a dense root mat, usually from a short, sheep-grazed sward.

In historic times, most of the Hirteach kept sheep in small numbers, to satisfy their household needs. However, it was always possible for a sheep baron to emerge. In Martin’s day, no one had more than eighty sheep, but in the early eighteenth century the arrogant ground officer had more than 200.16 Hirta can carry around a thousand sheep. So it’s conceivable that sheep ranching may have taken place here in Viking times. Keeping more sheep than they strictly required would have helped the islanders to feed a shipload of visiting ‘guests’ or produce the sheepskin bags they needed for the export of feathers. At the same time, cereal crops did quite well. In the days of the Norsemen the climate was better than in the later Middle Ages, when the Little Ice Age started. In Lewis, this period saw the intensification of barley and black oat cultivation and the introduction of rye; flax became ‘a new staple’; at Bornais, cereal production also intensified, oats and rye becoming much more important than they were in the Iron Age.17 Perhaps the astonishing creation of the ‘field system’ on Boreray (Plate 21) may be understood in this context.

The sheep kept on Hirta in the Middle Ages were St Kildas (then more varied in colour than today’s mostly black Hebrideans). Some of the rams have four horns – and sometimes the central pair stick up like spikes, long and mostly straight. Seen from the side, their owner looks like nothing so much as a small black woolly unicorn – and he will fight in an appropriate style. Having four (or more) horns is a trait which has cropped up in various races of sheep ever since 6000 bc. In strict farming terms, polyceratism (as it is known) is best discouraged, through culling or castration. As it happens, the Western Isles are not the only place in the Viking sphere of influence where four-horned sheep were kept in recent centuries. They are still to be seen among Manx Loaghtans, which are descended from the old landrace sheep of the Isle of Man; multi-horned sheep were once kept on Jersey in the Channel Isles in the sixteenth century, on Guernsey in the eighteenth, and on Belle Ile, off the south coast of Brittany, in the seventeenth. The Vikings would have had several possible reasons for taking a few sheep on their long-ships. What if one of their passions was betting on organised ram-fights, so that they wanted their rams to look seriously impressive?18

In 1698 Martin provided a list of nine St Kilda exports19 – feathers, wool, butter, cheese, cows, horses, seabirds, seabird oil and barley. Feathers come first, before wool, which prompts the question: how and when did the islanders acquire their skills as fowlers and egg-collectors? Was this a natural development, or did the islanders come under pressure from the demands of predatory elites and their henchmen? In some parts of Hirta, fowling doesn’t demand climbing or abseiling.20 This is particularly true of the Carn Mór area, with its numerous puffin and Manx shearwater burrows. Not many visitors to St Kilda will focus on the Manx shearwater, which visits its burrows by night. A summer night at Carn Mór is a weird experience. Manx shearwaters plummet out of a sky full of petrels; they haven’t evolved to land on land, which means that you can easily grab them before they catch their breath and waddle away. It’s actually the Manx shearwater, Puffinus puffinus, which is the true, original puffin, ‘poffin’ being the Middle English word for the cured carcass. Young shearwaters were medieval delicacies, being fat and rich in fish oil – like the young of the gannet, another bird which has to be provisioned for flying very long distances. It was only in recent centuries that the name ‘puffin’ was applied to the lunde or coulterneb, the bird with the colourful beak.

The wild, boulder-strewn slopes of Carn Mór, where shearwaters rub shoulders with puffins – though not quite literally – would have been a mecca for bird-catchers who baulked at going over precipices. Not much fuss has been made of the archaeology of Carn Mór, which includes a unique cluster of over seventy ‘rock shelters’ and ‘small storage nooks’.21 Little is known about these undated features. They must surely relate to a phase of intensive bird-harvesting which involved quite a large sector of the Hirta population, some of them working at night and probably using the rock shelters as sleeping-platforms; they may have been like the gangs of women and girls who milked and made butter and cheese together in Gleann Mór, commuting by day though also sleeping away when they needed to. Perhaps the islanders once practised a kind of ‘double’ summer transhumance, dairying and bird-catching.

Birds caught on the western slopes of Hirta were evidently stored and wind-dried in the eye-catching straggle of cleits constructed on the high ground to the east of the coast. Although these were often built to catch the wind, not all are in prime positions for doing this. There’s a general sense that they avoid the pastures below the Gleann Mór head dyke, especially in the zone along the route approaching Carn Mór. Some of the cleits on these heights sit upon ‘pedestals’ of peat, implying that they were built quite a long time ago, left literally high and dry when the area was later stripped of peat. One has to ask whether intensive bird-catching for more than domestic consumption commenced in the Norse period, perhaps at the same time as sheep-ranching. Was there a phase of intensive predation on birds inhabiting burrows, which preceded the development of more dangerous fowling practices on cliffs and rock-stacks? Could such predation have been a reaction to the demands which followed the Norse takeover of the archipelago? What did they want primarily – the meaty carcasses of the birds, or their feathers?

In the Viking world, seabird feathers were in high demand for the bedclothes of people of high status. Nine burial sites, three in Denmark and six in Norway, have produced feathers; these are among the most significant known graves, and they include the famous ninth-century ship burials from Gokstad and Oseberg, no less (at Gokstad the great man was buried in bed). At Oseberg the down (dyna) weighed over 30kg. In Scandinavia pillows have been found stuffed with feathers, including those of cormorants, gulls and eider. In his youth, King Harald Fairhair, who reigned from 872 to 930, wore mittens stuffed with down; after her death, Harald’s wife was put to the grave on a down-filled pillow. Othere, a Norwegian visitor to the court of King Alfred at around the same time, told his English audience that the Norwegians were exacting a tribute of feathers from a people called the Finna; tribute was paid according to rank, the richest man paying ten measures. Feathers were a valuable trade item, and they were graded according to quality.22

At St Kilda, the Norsemen may also have facilitated and encouraged climbing with the aid of ropes, with which they would have been very familiar as seamen, and with which they would surely have been able to supply the islanders; thus, perhaps, a thousand-year trade was born.

I’ve sketched a picture of Norse St Kilda in which land-use zones were defined by head dykes, a new breed of sheep (the St Kilda) was introduced and kept in substantial numbers, and, at the behest of a ‘feather-bedded’ elite, burrow-fowling was intensified (and probably cliff- and stack-fowling received a considerable boost). I should stress that the things which I have assembled to make the argument don’t necessarily go together; if they do, they might be somewhat earlier or later than Norse times. This is simply a working hypothesis. It’s possible that the Norse rulers of the archipelago were ancestors of the MacLeods of Skye and Harris, whose power can just about be traced in the earliest written documents. For centuries, they extracted a usable, exchangeable or marketable surplus from the islanders, collected annually by a man named variously as the sub-chief, steward, tacksman, baron baillie or factor. In return, the laird provide certain commodities (for instance, iron, salt, indigo, tobacco) which the people needed.

Fine birds make fine feathers

It’s well known that the islanders ‘paid their rents in feathers’, a practice which must have been a good deal older than its first mention in the early 1680s.23 In the early sixteenth century, a ‘boatfull of dry wild fowls with wild fowl fedderis’ was already coming away from Sule Skerry (Sula Sgeir).24 Gannet feathers from the Bass Rock near Edinburgh were being harvested at much the same time;25 in 1592 it was said that the Bass gannets were being killed solely for their feathers.26 When Martin arrived on Hirta, he saw people wearing ‘socks of old rags sowed with feathers instead of thread’.27

It’s important not to take the St Kilda feather trade too lightly. In the early nineteenth century, the laird’s tacksman was carrying off 1.5 metric tonnes every year, enough to stuff around fifty mattresses. Producing this tonnage required the slaughter of around 24,000 puffins, 10,500 gannets, 4,800 fulmars and 7,500 guillemots and razorbills!28 Catching so many gannets might have involved around ten expeditions (to judge from the average figures for a single night’s work).29 Presumably the tacksman normally had regular customers for large amounts of feathers. In 1822 ‘a large quantity of white and grey feathers, from St Kilda’ was advertised for auction at Aberdeen. St Kilda feathers were allegedly ‘esteemed the best quality of any from the North’.30

Some sources suggest that later in the nineteenth century the haul of feathers was over 2 metric tonnes.31 When John Sands came to Hirta in 1875–6, he enjoyed being visited by a group of rather shy young women (with one of whom he apparently fell in love). These teenage temptresses were serious puffin-slaughterers and indefatigable feather-pluckers, travelling as a group on expeditions to Soay and Boreray, and staying for several days. ‘Their fingers were benumbed by the constant plucking . . . most of the bodies were left on the islands,’ said Sands.32 Around 1880, just as commercial tweed production was taking off,33 there was a sharp drop in the volume of feathers collected. In the early 1890s the factor was still selling them at double the value he ascribed to them when doing business with the islanders. However, around the turn of the century, prices fell. Although feathers formed part of the St Kildans’ rent payments until the First World War,34 by 1912 the factor had a backlog of two years’ harvests to sell.35 Since at least the 1840s stores such as Heal’s of Tottenham Court Road had been selling mattresses containing feathers ‘dried and purified by steam with patent machinery’. However, by the late nineteenth century, ‘good housewives’ had substituted spring mattresses for their ‘unhealthy and none too cleanly if luxurious’ predecessors.36

In the list of St Kildan exports, feathers were no makeweight. James Thomson’s poem ‘Autumn’, written in 1730,37 provides a thumbnail description of the ‘plain harmless native’ described as ‘dire-clinging’ to the rocks, gathering his ‘ovarious food’, and then treasuring up ‘the plumage, riling full, to form the bed of luxury’ (I think ‘riling full’ must mean ‘plumped’). The islanders gave their guests straw mattresses;38 right up to the time of the evacuation their own were generally stuffed with straw or heather. Feather beds were the precious possessions of the comfortably off, the likes of Lady Grange (famously exiled to Hirta for several years in the 1730s). St Kilda offered a commodity vital to the nocturnal repose of the elite; the archipelago’s feathers had been bagged more than literally. St Kilda boasted far more seabirds than anywhere else,39 and, importantly, enough inhabitants to collect and store their feathers in quantity. For casual readers of the literature, collecting feathers may seem a characteristic St Kildan quirk, only to be expected from people who brought back from Boreray the stomachs of old gannets filled with fulmar oil, as well as the hind-legs and backs of younger ones.40 But this is to underestimate the importance of a good night’s sleep – for those able to arrange it. Many of our ancestors were kept warm at night not by eiderdowns but by puffindowns or gannetdowns. Feathers were St Kildan gold.41

In the early 1830s Sir Thomas Kennedy of Dalquharran Castle in Ayrshire took a French painter by the name of Louis-Frédéric Bourgeois de Mercey to St Kilda on his yacht. He had assured his friend that absolute equality reigned on the island, where they would encounter a utopian paradise, better than Plato’s republic. When they arrived, the women who greeted them were covered in feathers, stuck to their clothing and skin by a mixture of grease and sweat. Feathers covered the little cluster of houses beside the ancient graveyard; they paved its two little ‘streets’ and were strewn through the meadows like flowers. In the islanders’ gardens, it looked as if the only crop was plumage. As de Mercey wrote later, feathers swirled around the newcomers like autumn leaves in a great forest, driven by the wind. ‘My God!’ exclaimed Kennedy, ‘are all the gannets moulting?’42

I couldn’t resist borrowing the title of this book from the writing of John MacCulloch, who made geological observations at St Kilda in 1815. Following a time-worn tradition, he portrayed the island society as a utopia. However, he contended, there was one thing missing – an academy, ‘a kind of Royal Society’. If a research institute could be established on St Kilda, he mused, ‘who knows what learned papers we might shortly have on the winds, and the law of the gannets, and on the gravity of feathers?’43

When Kennedy and de Mercey visited Hirta, the arrival of the rent-collecting steward was imminent. For the previous three days, the islanders had been plucking the bodies of two or three thousand gannets, altogether worth something like £40. For their delectation, the visitors were mounted on ludicrously small ponies (Kennedy was ‘tall and burly’) and rode to the top of Conachair, where they were supplied with a copious breakfast of gannets’ eggs (presumably fresh), salted and smoked meat, fresh fish and half a sheep, washed down with several bottles of sherry and port, with which Sir Thomas was always well supplied. They then watched demonstrations of rock-climbing and had a go at shooting gannets. Probably Kennedy knew that his distant relative, the Marquis of Ailsa (and Earl of Cassilis), profited considerably from the sale of seabird feathers from Ailsa Craig, which paid his tenants’ rents.44

Some fifteen years before their visit, John MacCulloch also described the feathering of Hirta.45 ‘The town is paved with feathers,’ he wrote. ‘The very dunghills are made of feathers, and the inhabitants look as if they had been all tarred and feathered, for their hair is full of feathers, and their clothes are covered with feathers. The women look like feathered Mercuries, for their shoes are made of a gannet’s skin; everything smells of feathers.’ Sometimes, feathers were plucked and bagged on outlying islands, often while those who had slaughtered their owners were waiting for the weather to pick up for the return trip to Hirta.46

It’s possible that interest in collecting feathers goes back to before Viking times. On Rough Island in the Shiant Isles, off the east coast of Harris, excavation of a roundhouse occupied in the late Iron Age and the Norse period revealed a floor strewn with the wing-bones of puffins; it was suggested that butchery marks on these bones could have been caused by cutting off their wings ‘and by subsequent feather removal’.47 I’m reminded of the words of a visitor to Hirta in 1887 who reported that ‘the ground near the houses [at Village Bay] is strewn with wings, feathers and bones; the bones themselves smell offensively of fulmars and other birds’.48

The abseiling method of fowling must have come about when cliff-nesting species were seriously targeted for the first time – guillemots, razorbills, kittiwakes and, most importantly, fulmars. Among the islanders, the fulmar had a special status. In the mid eighteenth century, ‘one of the most sensible men of the place’, discussing the fulmar, asked: ‘Can the world exhibit a more valuable commodity?’ ‘Deprive us of the fulmar, and St Kilda is no more,’ he added.49 Fowlers made careful preparations for the keenly anticipated August fulmar-catching season – their equivalent of the ‘glorious Twelfth’, visitors thought.50 The fulmar provided not only meat, eggs and feathers but also oil, which could be used as fuel for lamps, as an embrocation for arthritic limbs or a salve for various medical conditions. (I have found only one set of newspaper advertisements for ‘St Kilda’s White Oils, for rheumatics, bronchitis, sore throat, etc’, which could be purchased from 66 Curzon Street, Birmingham, in 1895.)51 The thing about the fulmar was that the bird was easily available. At its simplest, catching fulmars, or gathering their eggs, required a couple of men, a rope and a short trip to the nearby cliffs. You could even do it alone, taking a good stout wooden stake, but if you made the descent and then set yourself free from the constraints of the rope, you risked looking up to see its end dangling in the void. At which point you would need to make a death-defying leap to catch it – a feat which once inspired a poem.52

The island’s men were unafraid of heights. They had trained since early boyhood, climbing on houses. Height, of course, is not ‘dangerous’ in itself; falling 20ft can be as disastrous as falling 200. Confidence stems from training, experience and trust in one’s climbing partners; a necessary fatalism copes with any residual misgivings. Early mariners learnt to deal with risk, practically and philosophically; early fowlers must have done likewise.

The wild west

The first description of St Kilda dates from the mid sixteenth century. It is terse and makes the archipelago sound like one of those monster-infested regions occupying the edge of the world on medieval maps. Apparently, there were large, good-looking sheep, and strong and very evil seals. As for the people, they were ‘simple creatures’.53 They couldn’t afford to be as simple as all that, however; these were times of violence, lawlessness and inter-clan warfare, especially after the fall of the lordship of the isles in 1493.

The MacLeods controlled the critical seaway linking their bases at Dunvegan on Skye and Rodel on Harris – from which it was possible to exploit productive islands such as Berneray, Pabbay and, ultimately, St Kilda. Pabbay was the home of the first recorded St Kilda tacksman.54 Nowadays, Dunvegan Castle is a ‘stately home’, a venue for ostentatious weddings. For much of its history it was more of a stronghold, not to say a lair; the MacLeod family motto is ‘hold fast’. The castle was originally designed to be approached only from the sea, entered through a ‘water gate’ in its curtain wall. Only in 1748 did its owners get round to providing access by land, apparently first by a flight of steps.55 Set on a rocky boss, the castle is tucked away near the head of a great sea loch which provided excellent anchorages and hiding-places for long-ships and galleys, with plenty of scope for ambushing intruders, escaping pursuit or keeping a sea-watch. In later times, there was usually a ‘watcher’, or gocaman, on the Dunvegan battlements.56 Such a template for power probably goes back to the Iron Age; there is a ruined broch on the nearby island of Fiadhairt, commanding the approach to Dunvegan by sea, and there was also a prehistoric fortress at Rodel.

Off the west coast of Skye, the Minch narrows to a width of only 30 or 40km. On a sunny day, the heights of Harris and Uist appear deceptively close, creating the impression of an inland sea – a Scottish Mediterranean, readily crossed by mariners with a good eye for the weather. It is said that on an exceptionally clear day St Kilda, 80 miles distant as the gannet flies, may be seen from the hills known as MacLeod’s Tables, not far from Dunvegan; calculation confirms that this is true.57 St Kilda and the Cuillins of Skye are also intervisible.58 To control the seaways, stealth and surveillance would have been vital – as reflected, respectively, by the coastal strongholds of Dunvegan and Duntulm. The Norse Christian church was also focused on travel by sea. The cathedral of the Bishop of the Isles was located on Skye, on an artificial island in the River Snizort, at Skeabost, just above the point where it reaches the sea, at the inner end of a long and narrow sea loch. The channel dug to create the island may well have been dug by slaves.

Four or five hundred years ago, noble savages were eclipsed by savage nobles. North-west Scotland shares with Papua New Guinea a former penchant for head-hunting. Just down-river from ‘Skeabost cathedral’ is Coire nan Ceann, ‘The Cauldron of the Heads’, a deep pool which got its name from severed heads which bobbed around in it after a fight which took place in the first half of the sixteenth century between MacDonalds and MacLeods.59 Eilean an Donan Castle, in Kintail just east of Skye, looks the picture of serenity today; in 1331 its constable displayed fifty heads on the battlements to impress the visiting Earl of Moray.60 During a hunt in Harris, the third MacLeod chief ‘noticed that an albino stag, which he wished to be reserved for his own bow and hounds, had been killed by one of his retainers. He commanded the hapless huntsman to be brought before him, to be disembowelled on the spot by the antlers of the very deer that he had so unwittingly slain.’61

In the reign of James VI (James I of England) it was said that ‘the islandish men are in nature very proud, suspicious, avaricious, full of deceit, and evil intention, each against his neighbour by what way soever he may circumvent him . . . they exceed in cruelty the most barbarous people that has been since the beginning of the world’.62 ‘Irt or Hirtha . . . sendes na men to the weirs,’ according to a contemporary source.63 It’s entirely understandable that right up to the time of the Boer War, the St Kildans had an ingrained fear of strange ships. In 1601 the MacDonalds and the MacLeods agreed to end their long feud. They celebrated with six days of festivities at Dunvegan – athletic contests, piping competitions, composition exercises put on by the bards, and trials of wit between jesters.64 Clan chiefs were under pressure to mend their disreputable ways; in 1614 the chief of the MacLeods went to London to receive a knighthood. Laws were passed which were designed to civilise the lords of the isles.

A primitive republic

In the summer of 1697 Martin Martin, who was in his late twenties, spent three weeks or so in the archipelago. He then wrote A voyage to St Kilda – in its day perhaps the most informative and perceptive ethnographic account of any European people. A Gaelic speaker, brought up on Skye, Martin had a good understanding of what he saw and heard, producing an intelligent, information-rich account of the lifeways of the islanders. He was particularly interested in how they organised equitable access to resources and how they related to outsiders. Mostly, he wrote in a straightforward, matter-of-fact way. His overall verdict stands out notably from the rest of his text. With their ‘singular chastity’ and ‘contempt of gold and silver’, Martin claimed, the Hirteach were ‘almost the only people in the world’ who knew ‘the sweetness of true liberty’. They had, he asserted, preserved the innocence of a long-lost ‘golden age’.65 These words occur very close to the end of the book, as if added as an afterthought. Martin was pandering to contemporary intellectual taste; some of his own observations suggest that the Hirteach were not as unworldly as he made out. Not long after his visit, the missionary Alexander Buchan, who spent many years on Hirta, found them pretty tough customers. Nevertheless, the notion of the islanders’ innocence – and eventually its loss – was to provide an irresistible theme for later writers. In 1764 Kenneth Macaulay wrote that all the riches, honours and profits the St Kildans aspired to were ‘the humble blessings of bread and wild fowl, of peaceful cottages and little flocks, of angling rods and hunting ropes’.66 His book was translated into French eighteen years later, in the year which saw the passing of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who wrote quite a lot about the noble savage.67

In 1697 the ‘steward’ (a.k.a. the tacksman) turned up with a retinue of fifty or sixty people, mostly young men; they expected to receive food and accommodation for the duration of their stay (several weeks). Such predatory visits by peripatetic chiefs and powerful men, arriving mob-handed and directly consuming their ‘food rents’, were normal in early Britain and Ireland. By making regular circuits of their far-flung domains, rulers were able to monitor and control the ruled, while the local leaders whose hospitality they exploited consolidated their places in the political firmament. The practice was known as ‘sorning’. In 1697 it had been illegal for some time – though apparently chiefs and their retinues were still entitled to bed and board when they perambulated their estates.68 The St Kilda sorning season was timed to start just when cereal-dependent communities were likely to be running low on food.69 In the archipelago, May was the beginning of the season of plenty; the islanders were now able to harvest eggs recently laid.70 By Martin’s time, there were plenty of cleits, in which stocks of seabird eggs and wind-dried meat could be stored against the retinue’s next visit. The eggs were preserved by being immersed in peat ash.71

The annual visitation of the tacksman was not a mundane matter. The ground officer, or maor, was expected to defend the interests of the island community – to the point where the tacksman had to take up the cudgels, sometimes literally, to assert his authority. Martin wrote that the ground officer ‘is obliged always to dispute with the steward [tacksman] for what is due to any of them, and never to give over until he has obtained his demand, or put the steward in such a passion, that he gives the officer at least three strokes with his cudgel upon the crown of his head; which is the utmost that is required of him by their ancient custom’. When Martin asked whether one blow would suffice, the officer said that three blows (but no more) would properly reflect the degree of annoyance generated by the ground officer’s obduracy. The tacksman told Martin that he had not been in post long enough to have carried out the action in question, but that ‘if the officer should prove indiscreet’, he could expect to receive more than three strokes of the cudgel.72 This was evidently a symbolic ritual, rather like abducting a bride with a pretence of force.

Real violence was not unknown. Sometime before Martin’s visit, the tacksman had demanded a sheep from each family, citing precedent. His claim was disputed. When the tacksman’s brother turned up with ‘a competent number of men’ to enforce his demand, the islanders attacked them, armed with daggers and fishing rods. After the party’s leader had received several blows to the head, his party beat a retreat; the Hirteach had successfully resisted a tax demand which they felt was unjust.73

The islanders and the laird’s tax-gatherer or rent-collector made use of agreed (and very old) measures of length and volume. When they sold tweed to tourists in 1880, ‘the St Kildans had all their wits about them, and were perfectly able for the city merchant any day. Fifty yards you might purchase, but not an inch, not a half inch, not the most infinitesimal portion of an inch would be allowed over and above the exact fifty yards.’74 They used measuring sticks, graduated ‘ell-wands’, one of which is preserved at the National Museum in Edinburgh.75

The islanders governed themselves. Martin depicts a rich and lively culture. The people loved music and poetry, sports and games; every year, at Michaelmas, they held a cavalcade of ponies on the beach – the oda, a legacy from Norse times.76 In Martin’s day, the St Kildans were ‘very expert’ in swimming and diving. These skills are a token of St Kilda’s Norse heritage; they were surely developed not for health and safety but in preparation for athletic contests of the type recorded in the sagas of the Icelanders, who seem to have been somewhat obsessed with sports and games. Such sports were all about young men settling their status among their peers, and impressing young women; we have a glimpse here of long-lost medieval St Kilda as a lively, populous and competitive community.77 There was a busy calendar of seasonal and religious festivals. Even though they had no resident minister, people observed the Sabbath, stopping work at midday on Saturdays. Possibly the minister’s absence saved them from Kirk sessions which censured ‘faulty persons’, coming down heavily on adulterers or fornicators.78 Perhaps recalling one or two nervous moments, the twenty-nine-year-old Martin recorded that the men were ‘reputed jealous of their wives’. However, the most striking feature of his account is the community’s political maturity. Martin claimed that people argued less passionately with each other here than elsewhere.79 If this was true, it may have been because St Kildan society was meticulously ordered in terms of rules and conventions, with the drawing of lots to ensure the random allocation of resources. Before they started line-fishing in a sea-cave, sitting side by side on a rocky ledge, they drew lots for each position. Some property, such as the island boat, or climbing ropes, was collectively owned and maintained, each family having equal rights and obligations. Drawing lots (overseen by the maor to eliminate cheating) ‘mightily contributed’, said Martin, ‘to their peace and quiet, keeping everyone within his proper bounds’.80 The islanders left nothing to chance by leaving everything to chance. The white-tailed eagle was a rare visitor and, in the nineteenth century, its nests were burned whenever it attempted to breed. The unfortunate man who had to perform this dangerous task, descending the cliff face under savage avian attack, was chosen by lot.81

The community had evolved customs and institutions which did not depend on innate generosity, instinctive altruism or a spirit of voluntarism. Trust was engendered by attempts to eliminate mistrust. And if there were still bones of contention after lots had been drawn, conventions observed and precedents followed, there was always the possibility of talking things through in the morning assembly. This, wrote Martin, was a society ‘governed by the dictates of reason and Christianity’. If this was ‘the sweetness of true liberty’, it was liberty in a highly disciplined form – an interesting paradox.

Seventeenth-century St Kilda may appear to have been an ideal small-scale participatory democracy. However, the evolution of such an intricate structure of self-government reminds us that always and everywhere social harmony and justice are relative, provisional, fragile and perpetually under threat. Although almost everyone has a serious interest in peace and stability, they are nowhere guaranteed. The maintenance of democracy demands hard, constant work. Any community may be ravaged by feuds, split into factions or held in thrall by an autocrat. The islanders’ communitarian ethos and practices were by no means invulnerable – as we shall see.

Troubled times

When Alexander Buchan arrived as a Christian missionary, seven years later than Martin, he found a people who apparently believed in two gods. They baptised their infants by passing them three times round a fire (presumably sunwise) before dipping them in its ashes. Buchan spent twenty-five years on Hirta; he noted that he won or lost respect according to his personal circumstances (which fluctuated considerably, owing to the patchy and intermittent financial support provided by the Scottish Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge). ‘I am thought better of now for twenty sheep I have and three or four cows than I am for my ministry books,’ Buchan wrote. And as for the milk of human kindness, there were times when he would have been grateful for the kindness of a drop of milk. He had to buy everything from the islanders, paying exorbitant Edinburgh prices. He paid 20d for every pint of milk for his two ‘babbies’; a drink of whey cost him three times its mainland value, paid in tobacco. Whenever he needed to borrow a household utensil, he had to pay. As he put it, the people gave him nothing for nought; on the contrary, they expected the missionary to supply them with things like ‘butter, linen, tobacco, thread and plaster’. Not unreasonably perhaps, the Hirteach felt that Buchan and his growing family should be maintained by those who sent him. The missionary had to pay for services which in mainland parishes were often provided gratis to the man of God – such as getting his roof thatched, his grain ground, his cows tended, and his peat hauled. Often Buchan had to hump peat on his own back, carrying it from the ‘high mountains’ where one could easily miss one’s footing; evidently more accessible peat deposits had largely been exhausted by this time.

Martin had worked as a tutor in the MacLeod household at Dunvegan.82 Understandably perhaps, one thing he doesn’t mention is the exploitation of the islanders. All he tells us is that by 1697 the numbers of the retinue and ‘some of its ancient and unreasonable exactions’ had become ‘retrenched’.83 However, Alexander Buchan was explicit about the burdens of sorning. He noted that the retinue extracted maintenance from the people ‘above their ability’ and that the steward carried off ‘almost all they should live upon through the year’. He tells us that the steward sold the commodities which he brought to Hirta, such as salt or tobacco, ‘for his own interest’. For the things they had to offer, the St Kildans had to accept the tacksman’s valuation. Buchan points out that the tacksman held a monopoly over the island’s trade. In summary, he tells us that the people were ‘in a very bad condition’.84

The poverty of some of the islanders was obvious.85 Buchan tried to help them, using money raised by fines which he charged for cursing and swearing or breaking the Sabbath. Miscreants who disrespected the Sabbath were made to stand ‘in sackcloth’ in ‘the filthiest gutter in the toun’; these included two women who, bizarrely, had been ordered by the wife of the maor to kill a dog on the Lord’s Day.86 When her turn came to stand in the gutter, the maor’s wife insisted on clean sackcloth. The maor, a high-handed and arrogant man, owned more livestock than anyone else; he had twenty cows (out of a total of ninety on the island) and a flock of two or three hundred sheep. ‘He doth aye exalt himself,’ said Buchan, who felt that ‘his riches and power and influence’ were ‘much to God’s dishonour and contempt of the gospel’.87 (On Martin’s figures, a few years earlier the ground officer’s advantage in terms of livestock numbers was a good deal more modest). The maor expected the minister to act as his son’s private tutor, ignoring the educational needs of anyone else.88

The Buchan years were particularly troubled. Mary Harman has pointed to evidence that ‘the people suffered from severe malnutrition, approaching starvation’ at this time, and she suggested that they may also have been suffering from ‘a combination of several deficiency diseases’.89 The islanders were always vulnerable to infections introduced by visitors, especially at the beginning of the summer sailing season; the much-discussed ‘boat cold’ was notorious. Deficiency diseases would have increased people’s vulnerability. In Buchan’s time, there were two serious epidemics. The first (poorly documented) one occurred in 1720–1, probably reducing the population of Martin’s day (about 180 or 200) to around 120. Then in 1727–8 two-thirds of the population perished in the second epidemic – which may well have been chickenpox.90 Three men and eight boys who had left the main island to catch gugas (young gannets) were marooned on Stac an Armin in mid August 1727; they survived a very long winter on that barren rock, being rescued the following May. Only nine men and ten women survived the epidemic, along with twenty-three children and adolescents.91

Re-populating Hirta was no problem. Norman MacLeod, the clan chief, had recently come into his majority, thus obtaining the right to dispense justice, which he mostly did from the ‘Hill of Strife’ at Ullinish near Bracadale, just down the coast from Dunvegan. Quite a few ‘malefactors’ were sentenced to banishment on St Kilda, presumably along with their families – hence the traditional story, told without embarrassment by the chief’s successors, that St Kilda was ‘MacLeod’s prison’. In 1730 other colonists, some perhaps selected in the same way, came from the Long Island.92

It was not for nothing that Norman MacLeod was nicknamed ‘The Wicked’, though presumably not to his face. In 1732 he colluded in the banishment to Hirta of Rachel Erskine, better known as Lady Grange. Lord Grange had a mistress in London, and he feared that his vengeful wife would betray his Jacobite sympathies. A desperate remedy was required. In January 1732 Lady Grange booked a seat in a stagecoach for London (from Edinburgh). She never made the journey; the booking was mysteriously cancelled. After a ferocious struggle, she was snatched from her home at midnight. One of the men complicit in the kidnapping was Sir Alexander MacDonald, the clan chief on Skye; another was Simon Fraser, Lord Lovat, a thorough-going rogue who was later to earn the distinction of being the last man in Britain beheaded for treason.93 Lady Grange was kept a prisoner on the Monach Isles and then on Hirta, where she spent seven miserable years. Norman the Wicked was fully complicit in her banishment; at Dunvegan Castle receipts exist (or at least they did in 1898) for sums paid annually for keeping her at St Kilda,94 along with financial details relating to her later house arrest at Waternish on Skye.95

In 1739 a ship called the William, alias the Soitheach nan Daoine (The Ship of the People), put into Donaghadee, Antrim, for repairs. Her main cargo, ninety-six people, were imprisoned by the ship’s crew in a couple of barns nearby. After some of them escaped, it was discovered that they had been forcibly removed from Skye and Harris and were on their way to the plantations of the American South to be sold as slaves. Although such traffic was not unprecedented, the news was greeted by a public outcry. The ringleader of the venture was Norman MacLeod, a tacksman from Unish, near Waternish Point on north-west Skye. Norman the Wicked must have been involved in the affair; so must Sir Alexander MacDonald of Sleat. The clan chiefs claimed that they were ridding their lands of thieves, though in fact only a tiny number of the William’s human cargo could be so described.96

Of the portraits now displayed at Dunvegan Castle, that of Norman the Wicked is the most conspicuous. Resplendent in scarlet tartan, ‘the Red Man’ (his preferred later nickname) is hung between portraits of his two wives. After the William affair, Norman and his namesake, the tacksman of Unish, attempted to improve their images. The latter became a noted breeder of Highland cattle, an exporter of kelp (dried seaweed) and a well-respected Improver. As for the clan chief, in 1745 the MacLeod and his MacDonald counterpart met at Sconser (Skye) and agreed not to join the Jacobite insurrection.97 Later, the Wicked Man was said to have written to Flora MacDonald’s future father-in-law, urging him to betray Bonnie Prince Charlie to the government and claim a massive reward.98 After Culloden, the Dunvegan MacLeods felt free to pillage the Isle of Raasay, whose chief had supported the Jacobites. Their family’s support for the Hanoverian government did not inhibit later MacLeods from placing a display of Jacobite mementos at the heart of the visitor experience at Dunvegan Castle (they have been there since at least 1910).99 When I visited, one had to go below stairs, literally, to inspect the exhibition of bits and pieces from St Kilda.

In 1730 the transportation of felons was illegal in Scotland. However, for a community decimated by disease the arrival of new settlers was just what was needed.

Iconic status

Scotland was experiencing the latter part of the Little Ice Age. After the storms of the 1690s (‘King William’s Lean Years’) there were several disastrous harvests, especially in the second decade of the eighteenth century. There were sightings of Inuit in kayaks, presumably driven south by bad weather.100 Malnourishment and indifferent health made the St Kildans vulnerable to epidemic diseases.101 Alexander Buchan noted a recent increase in climbing fatalities and believed, not unreasonably, that this was caused by the men’s ‘weakness, through coarse feeding’. Writing from personal experience, he explained that the islanders endured an unwholesome diet.102 During the Buchan years they lost their boat, possibly on two occasions;103 for a time, trips to Soay, Boreray and the stacks may have been out of the question.

Life in the Highlands and Islands in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries could be grim. However, this didn’t prevent poets and intellectuals from romanticising the people and their history or enthusing about the landscape. In 1757 Edmund Burke published A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. Stirring landscapes – including the artificial landscapes of parks and gardens – were increasingly invoked in art and literature as metaphors for states of feeling or political ideologies. The majestic scenery of Scotland, whose union with England commenced in 1707, made ‘North Britain’ an exciting area to visit for early ‘tourists’, pencil or paintbrush frequently in hand, seeking to engage with the Sublime.

Many of today’s tourist hotspots were first identified in the eighteenth century. Of all such destinations, St Kilda was one of the most mysterious and exciting. In the early 1720s James Thomson and David Mallet, two budding writers attending the University of Edinburgh, became friends. Thomson was a minister’s son from the Jedburgh area; Mallet (then called Malloch) came from Roman Catholic farming stock in Perthshire. After college, both men moved to London and embarked upon stellar careers; they seem to have had little difficulty in finding patrons and moving easily in artistic circles. Frederick, Prince of Wales, gave Thomson a pension, and made Mallet his under-secretary. Thomson, who befriended the poet Alexander Pope, died at forty-seven and was awarded a memorial at Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey (alongside Shakespeare and Burns); he is also portrayed on the Scott Memorial in Edinburgh. His long poem ‘The Seasons’ was published in 1730. It is an extraordinary work, including vignettes of natural history, cameos of bucolic life and concepts of geography at a planetary scale, as well as protests about blood sports and tributes to contemporary science. By turns erotic and patriotic, it muses on the historic destiny of Britain – a theme perhaps only to be expected from the man who wrote the words of ‘Rule, Britannia!’ In ‘Autumn’, Thomson included an unmistakable reference to St Kilda:


Infinite wings! Till all the plume-dark air,

And white resounding store are one wild cry

Here the plain harmless native his small flock

And herd diminutive of many hues,

Tends on the little island’s verdant swell,

The shepherd’s sea-girt reign; or, to the rocks

Dire-clinging, gathers his ovarious food;

Or sweeps the fishy shore; or treasures up

The plumage, riling full, to form the bed

Of luxury. And here awhile the muse,

High-hovering o’er the broad cerulean scene,

Sees Caledonia, in romantic view . . .



One can easily imagine the success of Dr Samuel Johnson’s party trick, which was to impress his listeners by reciting Thomson’s poetry – and then revealing that he had omitted alternate lines. Nevertheless, Johnson admired Thomson, whose verse is now acknowledged as a forerunner of the less flamboyant Romantic poetry of the later eighteenth century.

Thomson’s friend David Mallet became the author of Amyntor and Theodora, or The Hermit, in 1747. This is a long narrative poem, purporting to be a tragedy. It’s a story about Amyntor, a young man washed up on Hirta, the sole survivor of a shipwreck. Grief-stricken from having lost his beloved Theodora in the storm, he is comforted by an older man, Aurelius, who has been exiled to St Kilda for political reasons. Eventually Amyntor discovers that Theodora, whom he had put onto a ship’s boat during the storm, has been saved; the skiff made it to Boreray, and she has been looked after by a party of St Kildans stranded there themselves. It turns out that Aurelius is her long-lost father. Mallet was making use of a tale recounted by Martin, in which the communal boat was lost on Boreray and every one of the marooned men lit a fire to let his wife know that he was alive and well; they were stranded for two months.104

Mallet follows Martin in depicting a utopian island peopled by noble savages (who are, however, kept well in the background). Hirta is described as a ‘thrice happy land! Tho freezing on the verge / of Arctic skies’. The scene at Village Bay is suitably idyllic:


Her village capital, where health and peace

Are tutelary gods; her small domain

Of arable and pasture, veined with streams

That branching bear refreshful moisture on

To field and mead; her straw-roofed temple rude

where piety, not pride, adoring kneels

lay full in view.



Also:


. . . the powers that rule

This little world, to all its sons secure

Man’s happiest life: the soul serene and sound

From passion’s rage, the body from disease.



If Mallet had read Buchan’s account of life on St Kilda, he evidently chose to ignore it! One wonders whether he was aware of recent events. He must have known about Lady Grange’s exile, which had been much discussed in Edinburgh around 1741; possibly he had heard of her death, in May 1745. In the eighteenth century, a story about the stranding of a civilised person on a small island peopled by innocents provided a chance for a writer to address political and ethical issues without attracting the attention of the censor.

The poet William Collins (1721–59), who was brought up in Chichester and educated at Oxford, also mentioned St Kilda, in his Ode on the popular superstitions of the Highlands of Scotland, written in 1746. His poem includes a thumbnail sketch of St Kilda: ‘O! o’er all, forget not Kilda’s race!’ cries the poet. St Kilda is portrayed as a tough place to live. ‘Hard is their shallow soil, and bare; / Nor ever vernal bee was heard to murmur there’. The poet highlights the islanders’ fearlessness; impelled by hunger, they climb ‘th’Atlantic rock’ to gather gannets’ eggs. They are essentially virtuous and innocent:


Thus blest in primal innocence they live,

Sufficed and happy with that frugal fare

Which tasteful toil and hourly danger give.



The poetry of Thomson, Mallet and Collins was known by Dr Samuel Johnson, the most significant literary critic and cultural commentator of his day. Johnson had been interested in the Hebrides ever since his youth, when his father passed him a copy of the first edition of Martin’s Description of the Western Isles of Scotland; he and Boswell took the book on their famous tour of Scotland.105 The fourth edition of Martin’s Voyage to St Kilda appeared in 1753, the year of Johnson’s first visit to Scotland.

Johnson was intrigued by St Kilda. When he and Boswell made their tour in 1773, they made a point of visiting Kenneth MacAulay, author of the History of St Kilda, published in 1764. On their trip, they sometimes conversed about St Kilda. Johnson fantasised about living there; Boswell, realising that his friend was seriously smitten by the idea, promised to look into the possibility of buying the archipelago. It was mid September when the travellers arrived at Dunvegan, the main Skye port serving the Western Isles, and a key point in the regional communication network; a post office had been established there in 1742.106 Perhaps they were half-hoping to reach St Kilda and were thwarted by the lateness of the season. They also missed the boat in terms of meeting Norman the Wicked, who had died a few weeks before their arrival. If Johnson and Boswell had met the old clan chief, they would soon have discovered that all three of them were freemasons.

In the eighteenth century, freemasonry played a key role in British intellectual and political life,107 often compensating for the limitations of government and the universities, and spreading knowledge and contemporary debate beyond the confines of London’s learned societies. The Highland Society of London met at the Freemasons’ Hall and the Freemasons’ Tavern in Covent Garden.108 Norman the Wicked had been a mason for most of his adult life. In 1769 he was one of the founder members of a new lodge, set up in Portree by Sir Alexander MacDonald, clan chief of the MacDonalds. It seems that this lodge did not manage 250 years of continuous existence. Nevertheless, it was revived109 in 1898; its century-old building is conspicuous on the upper side of Somerled Square.

What name did the MacLeod and the MacDonald chiefs choose for the new branch? It was called the St Kilda Lodge. Martin’s Voyage to St Kilda had caught the imagination of writers and intellectuals, who were captivated by his vision of a Golden Age society and introduced it to the London literary scene. St Kilda was on the road to iconic status.

The anatomy of fame

Mallet’s Amyntor and Theodora attracted good reviews and sold well.110 However, like the other literary efforts mentioned above, the poem wasn’t really about St Kilda, as such. It needs to be understood within the history of the Enlightenment, when the more thoughtful members of the educated classes were in the process of freeing themselves from the intellectual limitations of traditional theology. Classical authors, rediscovered during the Renaissance, introduced their readers to philosophical experiments and the potential of science. The ancient Greeks and Romans took a delight in nature and worshipped deities who had evidently dispensed with quite a few moral inhibitions. A classical education, and perhaps a Grand Tour of the wonders of the ancient world, allowed the intellectually adventurous to place the Bible in a wider philosophical context. Perhaps they should take the scriptures less literally; maybe God was less ‘hands-on’ than they had previously thought.

One of Mallet’s patrons was Lord Bolingbroke, an influential thinker who opposed the politics of the highly corrupt prime minister Robert Walpole and wrote a famous book called The idea of a patriot king. Bolingbroke and Mallet were both ‘deists’; that is to say, they had little time for the established church, or the notion that the Bible literally represented the word of God. They believed that God’s hand was revealed more vividly in the wondrous works of nature. In Amyntor and Theodora, the hermit Aurelius adores the scenery, worships the Supreme Being through nature, and does good to the natives.111 Commenting on the role of St Kilda, one scholar suggests that ‘the inhabitants’ primitivist happiness is derived from the simplicity of their lifestyle and their inability to leave their island. Rather than living in a romantic, earthly paradise, however, their existence is characterised by hardship; this hardship is rewarded with contentment.’112 According to Sandro Jung, the story ‘ought to be understood as Aurelius’s triumph over the moral depravity of the world beyond St Kilda’: ‘The island and its culture of innocence represents a religion of nature and love which on the mainland is perverted into institutionalised ritual.’113 Just as the Germans had been praised by Tacitus in the early years of the Roman empire, writers in eighteenth-century Britain liked to contrast the corruption and vice of contemporary upper-class society with the simpler, more innocent lifestyles of ‘primitive’ people.114 In Amyntor and Theodora, the beauty of an evening on Hirta – ‘a scene to strike / both ear and eye with wonder and delight’ – strengthens the islanders’ belief that they are cared for by God.115 Meanwhile, Montano, the other hermit, prophesies that the happiness of the people of St Kilda will spread to the mainland. For that reason, St Kilda ought to be understood as one of the ‘rich gems in Albion’s crown’.116

Another Scottish poet, John Ogilvie, imagined a society of innocents on another distant island – North Rona, off the north-west tip of Scotland. In his poem, published in 1777, a man seeking to rear his daughter in a pure and unsullied atmosphere fixes upon Rona as a potential venue for his implausible project.117 One-sixth the size of Hirta, Rona had suffered a triple catastrophe in the late seventeenth century. The island had been invaded by rats, which devoured the community’s cereal harvest; its bull had been stolen by visiting seamen. The failure of the laird to resupply the community had led to ‘the death of all that ancient race of people’, a catastrophe discovered by the tacksman of St Kilda, who was storm-driven there and found a woman and child lying dead on the ground.118 Unperturbed by this terrible tale, Ogilvie conjured up an image of a society on Rona without warfare, where the only heirlooms were ‘the net, the arrow and the spade’, where ‘the virgin’s bloom’ was unstained by ‘Art’s rude pencil’, and ‘each deed was just’.119 Martin had described the five families of Rona as not coveting wealth and free of contemporary vices (though encroaching on each other’s fishing zones led to serious trouble).

New ownership

Eighteenth-century Scottish landowners were becoming much more like aristocrats in other parts of Britain. They were educated at English schools and universities, married English heiresses, lived for much of the year in England, and indulged in expensive and extravagant lifestyles. Their finances became increasingly precarious. When Johnson and Boswell arrived at Dunvegan, the economic and financial future of the landowning classes was a matter of grave concern. Both Norman MacLeod and the other major Skye landowner, Sir Alexander MacDonald (Eton and Oxford), had recently imposed massive rent increases on their tenants; St Kilda’s rents were almost tripled in 1768.120 Relationships between lairds, tacksmen and tenants were becoming more nakedly monetised, less characterised by goodwill. Families of the tacksman class were starting to leave for North America, defraying the costs of the ships they chartered by offering cheap passages to other emigrants.121 The winter before Johnson and Boswell arrived had been terrible, with a slump in the price of cattle. At Ullinish, not far from Dunvegan, they saw the Margaret of Clyde sailing by, full of emigrants; ‘a melancholy sight’.122

Norman the Wicked had left the estate’s finances in a parlous state. In 1779 his grandson and heir sold St Kilda, and the Harris estate to which it belonged, for £15,000, as part of a financial rescue package. The purchaser was a distant relative, Captain Alexander MacLeod, who had enjoyed a highly profitable career with the East India Company, which allowed its sea-captains to engage in trading ventures on their own account. As master of the Lord Mansfield and her successor The Earl of Mansfield, Alexander had become very rich. For men needing to revive their families’ fortunes, making a pile of money through the British East India Company had become the obvious if not always healthy option. Captain Alexander MacLeod was a progressive, a founder member of the Highland Society of London, which was dedicated to reforming the Highland economy. Its members campaigned against damaging taxes and tariffs, pushed for improvements to the infrastructure, and networked vigorously within the Scottish elite diaspora. Captain Alexander lived mainly at Theobald’s Park, in Hertfordshire (today just off the M25). At Rodel he built himself a fine house (now a hotel). He promoted the fishing industry and greatly improved Rodel’s port facilities. He constructed a new warehouse, as well as a boathouse, a school, an inn and a spinning house for the production of woollen and linen thread, and twine for herring nets.123 Promotion of fishing and cloth-making were very much part of the contemporary reform agenda.

The feather store on Hirta, constructed in Captain Alexander’s time, might seem like a miniature version of the massive warehouses which were the East India Company’s main architectural signature. Built as close as possible to the point on the shore where goods were loaded onto the factor’s boat, this building was originally called Tigh-a-Barra, the house of the baron baillie (i.e., the factor). Provided with two fireplaces on its upper floor, it was meant to serve as the factor’s residence during his visits. On early nineteenth century drawings this stone-built, slate-roofed structure stands out as a lonely harbinger of modernity, its boxiness contrasting starkly with the squat, clustered homes of the people who laboured to fill its ground floor magazine. In its first thirty or forty years the baron baillie’s house was used as the islanders’ place of worship.124 It was a multi-purpose building; the people held a harvest-home here, a big party with singing and dancing during which they sang a song which celebrated and exalted the different kinds of dried fish festooned around the walls.125

At the time, the people may have been enthused by the idea of St Kilda as a fishing centre. Twenty years earlier, deep-sea fishermen, excited by the large catches of cod (and the catches of large cod) on the Rockall Bank, had erected large wooden ‘stages’ on Hirta for curing fish.126 In 1765 a group of investors from Glasgow decided to sink their money in a deep-sea fishery on the Rockall Bank; they had it in mind to develop a fish-curing station on Hirta and to settle forty-three families there.127 Nothing seems to have come of these ambitious plans.128 However, ‘the Eldorado of our cod smacks’ was taken seriously enough for the British government to dispatch two armed cutters there to act as fisheries protection vessels.129 Some fishermen with time to kill on Hirta turned to archaeology, allegedly discovering a lead coffin ‘on the west promontory of the isle’, and also finding ‘two antique urns, containing a quantity of Danish silver coin, which by the inscription appears to have lain there upwards of 1800 years’.130

The legend of St Kilda as a utopian island republic survived into the early nineteenth century. However, most tourists were not primarily interested in local communities. They often came sketchbook in hand, bent on capturing images of Britain’s ultimate Sublime landscape. Any humans depicted are ghostly presences, lurking in the background. When the young Henry Brougham came here in 1799, he mercilessly satirised those who came looking for the Sublime; like many contemporary tourists, he was more interested in weighing up Hirta’s monetary value. His description of the people, whom he called ‘truly savage’, is notorious: ‘A total want of curiosity, a stupid gaze of wonder, an excessive eagerness for spirits and tobacco, a laziness only to be conquered by the hope of the above-mentioned cordials, and a beastly degree of filth.’131 For Brougham, the people of Hirta needed to shape up or ship out – perhaps literally.

Some were still attracted by the romantic image of St Kilda’s people, however. A couple of years before Brougham’s visit, William Erskine, an Edinburgh lawyer and poet, and close friend of Sir Walter Scott, published An epistle from Lady Grange to Edward D—Esquire, which purported to be written by the unfortunate lady herself. His portrait of the St Kilda community contains lines such as:


Nor haughty Wealth, with proud contemptuous sneer,

Nor Poverty, the child of Wealth, is here.



And:


With patient toil each tills his little spot

And freedom pours contentment on their lot.



David Mallet had originally thought of Amyntor and Theodora in terms of a theatrical production. In the early nineteenth century, his vision was finally realised; a melodrama, Love’s Trials, or The Hermit of St Kilda, was put on stage at the Royal Circus in Southwark in July 1809 and July 1810.132 In January 1814 ‘the highly popular Melo-Dramatic Burletta’ was performed at the Olympic Theatre, just off Drury Lane.133

Perhaps romantic St Kilda’s last hurrah came in 1815, with the visit of the geologist John MacCulloch. His subsequent book, A description of the Western Isles of Scotland, published in 1819, was not simply about geology. He warned his readers that ‘the spirit of romance’ associated with St Kilda tended to vanish ‘before the rude torch of investigation’.134 He couldn’t help noticing that using a ‘wretched’ rotary quern to supply a ‘moderate’ family with oatmeal took the best part of a day’s hard work, and that the islanders had the ‘luxury’ (as he termed it) of being able to lock their doors.135 Nevertheless, when it came to summing up the nature of this island society, MacCulloch came up with the conventional view:136 ‘The pampered native of St Kilda may with reason refuse to change his situation; finding his amusement where his chief occupation lies, in the pursuit of the sea fowl, that constitute at the same time his game, his luxury, and a considerable part of his wealth. Free from the reputed evils of law, physics, politics and taxes; living under a patriarchal government, among a social circle of his relations; in a mild climate, without knowledge of a higher state of things; if he thinks not his island an Utopia, the pursuit of happiness is indeed a dream.’

Soon afterwards, the poet and historical novelist Walter Scott reached the apogee of his career, becoming Sir Walter in 1820. In 1822, when George IV visited Edinburgh, Scott stage-managed a spectacular, tartan-rich pageant. This was a key moment in the history of Scotland, promoting a national image which turned out to have worldwide appeal. When MacCulloch planned a revised edition of the Description, published in 1824, he created a tie-in with his old friend Sir Walter Scott, casting the work in the form of six ‘letters’ to the great man, developing the ‘Utopia’ theme:137

‘If this island is not the Utopia so long sought, where is it to be found? Where is the land which has neither arms, money, law, physic, politics, nor taxes; that land is St Kilda . . . No tax-gatherer’s bill threatens on a church door, the game laws reach not gannets . . . Well may the pampered native of this happy spot refuse to change his situation. His slumbers are late, his labours are light, and his occupation is his amusement – since his sea-fowl constitute at once his food, his luxury, his game, his wealth, and his bed of down . . . He has the liberty of his thoughts, his actions and his kingdom, and all his world are his equals. His climate is mild, and his island is green, and, like that of Calypso, the stranger who might corrupt him, shuns it shores.’

Having described St Kilda as ‘the Eden of the Western Ocean’, MacCulloch wrote: ‘There is no place without its miseries, as philosophers say; but I have seen enough of those elsewhere, and am desirous to believe that this is the seat of optimism, the lost Eldorado, one of the never-found Fortunate Islands, the happy valley on which there are no gates but those of the inclination . . . It is delightful to find one green place in this dreary world where want is unknown.’138

MacCulloch thus performed the same literary stunt as Martin, a hundred years earlier. What he was ‘desirous to believe’ was not quite reality; he admits that future writers might have different views. At one point, indeed, he seems to question the special status of the St Kildans: ‘At present, they seem to differ in nothing from the people of the adjacent islands . . . They have sailed down the stream of time with their neighbours.’139

In the early nineteenth century, educated people could still be attracted by the notion of an isle of innocence, its people unsullied by corruption and vice, finding contentment in hard work and the simple life, their faith in God strengthened by daily contemplation of the wonders of nature. It was a vision unlikely to be readily contradicted by the few who had the means to visit St Kilda and discover the truth. In any case, by the time the second edition of MacCulloch’s book was published, St Kilda had been twice visited by Scotland’s most celebrated missionary, John MacDonald, the Apostle of the North – and no utopia could have survived the onslaught of the Wild Man of Ferintosh.
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Truth and consequences

In the early years of the nineteenth century, the St Kildans lived in a cluster of houses set on slightly raised ground at the heart of the fertile crescent beside Village Bay. In quiet moments, they might hear a gurgle of water from the little stream An t-Struthan, which flowed past their homes on its short journey from the Tobar Childa spring to the sea. Not far away lay the humble, untidy graveyard and patches of cultivated ground, which sometimes had to be watched over by night to keep cows off the crops. The god-like figures who turned up from time to time in their yachts were not over-impressed by St Kildan agriculture. For the islanders, however, the most troubling issue was not the productivity of their gardens but rather the ‘eight day sickness’ – neonatal tetanus, the lockjaw which killed two babies out of three after little more than a week of life. Infants who survived this lottery might live to a considerable age, however; quite a few babies born early in the nineteenth century survived into the 1880s and beyond. These people, the Victorians of St Kilda, were to end their days on their own crofts, in modern cottages. A few, like Lachlan MacKinnon (1808–95), or Catherine MacCrimmon (1813–99), even lived to see the defeat of the malady which had carried off so many of their generation.

When these Methuselahs were born, Christianity on Hirta was something of a spatchcock affair; when they died, they were members of a well-organised Free Church of Scotland. In the early nineteenth century, the minister of St Kilda was Lachlan MacLeod, who had inherited the position from his father; the office had been in the family since 1741. ‘A pleasantish, flattering, weak man’, Lachlan had been in post since the late 1780s. There was then no manse on Hirta and no church. Along with his wife and family, the minister lived in one of the ‘wretched hovels’ in the clachan, leading worship sometimes in his own kitchen, sometimes in the recently constructed house of the baron baillie (a.k.a. the feather store). He doesn’t seem to have been very well educated; in any case he found it impossible to keep books dry. However, he was very interested in the islanders’ immense repertoire of songs, and took them down, in two notebooks containing 150 pages.1

After twenty years in the post, the man of God was spending more and more time off the island, attempting to secure better pay and accommodation. In 1811 his wife inherited a property (complete with slaves) in the Bahamas. By this time, Lachlan had become something of a party animal. ‘A short robusteous fellow with a black coat and white wig’, he liked to play the fiddle, took snuff, smoked tobacco and drank heavily (he would not leave the Devil a drop, as the saying went). It may well have been Lachlan who introduced the islanders to the snuff-taking habit;2 he was evidently relaxed about the consumption of alcohol. Around 1800, couples intending to get married had to wait until the tacksman arrived, bringing whisky; wedding ceremonies were followed by all-night drinking and dancing.3 The whisky may well have gone down better than the local nettle beer.4 Lachlan may actually have been an improvement on some of his counterparts elsewhere, who were ‘more intent on the acquirement or enjoyment of the good things of this life, than on any spiritual objects’. Apart from their drinking habits, at the time apparently nothing was more common among the church elders of the Western Isles than ‘concubinage, fornication, and even adultery’.5

Room for improvement

Eventually Lachlan’s employers, the Society in Scotland for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge (SSPCK), pointedly invited him to attend a refresher course – an opportunity which he did not see his way to accepting. They then pressed for his retirement; he resigned in March 1822.6 A few weeks later, the passionate evangelist and missionary John MacDonald – otherwise known as the Apostle of the North, or the Wild Man of Ferintosh – turned up. This was the first of his four St Kilda missions, accomplished in the 1820s, during which the islanders were indoctrinated into a much more troubling, demanding version of Christianity than they had previously known. MacDonald focused on their ‘sinfulness’ and their ignorance of the path to salvation. The trick was simple enough: having diagnosed a chronic disease, which previously hadn’t been thought of as too serious, the doctor was on hand to prescribe the remedy. If souls were to be saved, there was no time to be lost. A public subscription was started; money poured in. Within a few years, a manse and a church had gone up on Hirta.7 Looking to the future, MacDonald managed to get one of the young St Kildans sent to further his education at Divinity Hall in Edinburgh. Unfortunately, during the last year of his course the young man returned home, went egg-collecting by himself, and fell over a cliff.8 July 1830, however, saw the arrival of a young full-time minister, Neil Mackenzie.

Four years later, on July 28th, 1834, the very first steamship to visit St Kilda turned up in the bay, with a party of tourists on board. She was the Glenalbyn, launched barely two months previously; she was 37m long and narrow enough for the Caledonian Canal. The Glenalbyn arrived at midnight and shut off steam; Captain Mathieson hove the vessel to under her sails. At four o’clock in the morning, he fired a couple of cannons. Terrified by this night apparition, the people took to the hills. After daybreak, they returned and assembled at the manse. Led by the minister, they went down to the shore, where the men were given tobacco and the women, to their immense delight, cotton handkerchiefs. Eventually, the men were permitted to come on board; they wouldn’t allow women to accompany them. The awestruck islanders assumed that the Glenalbyn must belong to the King. They marvelled at the wonders on the ship and were startled on catching sight of themselves in a mirror. They were also keen to trade: ‘Sweetmeats, gaudy colours, and silver money attracted equal attention,’ and they ‘very speedily displayed considerable shrewdness in making what they thought a good bargain, in the sale of dogs, cheeses, brooches etc’.

The tourists liked the Hirteach; they seemed intelligent and openhearted. However, their houses were shockingly dirty inside. The clachan was ‘approached by a narrow footpath which ran through fields of corn and barley, nearly quite ripe; the straw was quite long, and the ears a tolerable size’;9 however, the crops were infested with weeds. The tourists stayed four hours; then their steamboat puffed away to visit Iona and Fingal’s Cave (only five years after Mendelssohn’s inspirational visit).10 The Glenalbyn probably came back on a privately chartered trip in early August, bringing the mostly teenage family of the MacLeods of Dunvegan;11 later, she brought a further party of tourists, and made another visit in July 1835.12

Reporting on the ship’s first visit, the Inverness Courier attributed St Kilda’s high infant mortality to filthy living conditions, which were a national humiliation and a disgrace. ‘Surely,’ the newspaper thundered, ‘Britain . . .will not permit an island so near her own shores . . . to remain much longer in such a state of degradation and even barbarism. A very little effort . . . might easily rescue these unhappy people from their physical and moral lethargy; and we hope that effort will not much longer be wanting.’13 This was the general view of the tourists, who hoped that their visit ‘might be remembered in their annals as the commencing-point in an era of improvement’.

By this time, Neil Mackenzie had spent four years on Hirta and had no plans for modernisation. During the early years of his ministry, he seems to have respected the distinction between religious and secular spheres. A passenger on the Glenalbyn couldn’t help noticing the ‘rather intelligent’ maor, who assumed ‘a considerable degree of authority’, holding court once a week from a bench at the edge of the clachan and ‘dispensing justice liberally’. By contrast, ‘the clergyman’s duties appear to be strictly confined to religious matters’.14 However, soon after the Glenalbyn’s final trip of 1834, Mackenzie was persuaded to devote himself to practical concerns. And then, on September 21st, Sir Thomas and Lady Acland turned up on their yacht, the Lady of St Kilda – a magnificent vessel, almost as long as the Glenalbyn. She was a converted topsail schooner, carrying up to 550 square metres of sail, and had been built at Dartmouth earlier in the year. She had been bought by Sir Thomas before she could be used for her designed role – bringing oranges to Britain from the Azores.15 The Aclands owned over 16,000 hectares of land in south-west England;16 this was their second visit to St Kilda. They brought Bibles, knives, scissors, thread, bed-flannel shifts, snuff and white flannel in abundance. For Lady Acland, white flannel was all about personal cleanliness; the ideal was that every woman on Hirta should have two flannel shifts, one to wear while the other was in the wash. Left-over flannel made clothes for the children. The visitors brought supplies for the minister’s wardrobe, library, cellar and pantry. Some of the islanders were invited aboard the yacht, where the Acland family sang for them – a ‘charming chorus’, with Lady Acland at the piano.17

Sir Thomas gave the minister twenty sovereigns. As soon as the people had laid out the crofts, they were to build houses on them within two years; if they didn’t, the money would be the minister’s to spend as he wished. They would raise money for ‘wood for roofs, small glass windows, and a mason to help them to build houses’.18 The Aclands never returned to St Kilda; they preferred cruising in the Mediterranean.19

Crofting begins

Planned villages had been part of the reform agenda in Scotland for a hundred years. They were intended to make individual families less embedded within their communities and more economically ‘independent’; it was believed that the abandonment of the old insanitary clachans would also diminish the frequency of epidemics.20 In the 1830s St Kilda’s laird, John Macpherson MacLeod, was away in India making his fortune, so the task of modernisation fell to the minister. Mackenzie was helped by the Rev. Norman MacLeod of St Columba’s Church, Glasgow, who raised money for ‘tables, chairs, bedsteads, kitchen dressers, stools and crockery’.21 In the hard physical work of transforming the Village Bay settlement, the minister, an energetic family man in his early thirties, took the lead; at one stage he even chaired the parliament.

Neil Mackenzie was able to harness the strength and energy of the young men of the Napoleonic generation. It was they who toiled to construct what must be virtually unique among the planned villages of north-west Scotland – a wall entirely enclosing the crofts, and also some land to spare (on the west, beyond the Abhainn Mór stream). Just over 2km (1.3 miles) long, the wall functioned as both head dyke and sea dyke. Although it is low and fragmentary today, the sector forming the coastal dyke was originally built higher than the rest of the village enclosure, in order to lessen the impact of gales on the crops – though it didn’t necessarily do so.22 Today, a slight ridge marks the wall’s former course along the boulders above the beach (which is sandy and inviting in summer, and altogether absent in winter). Old photographs show that this section of the wall was once very high;23 perhaps it was intended to discourage strangers from leaving a boat on the beach, which was riskier than they might have realised.24 When Captain Otter of the survey ship Porcupine first visited Hirta, in 1859, he came across the wreck of the factor’s boat, which had been driven from her anchorage in a south-east gale while loading for her departure.25

Without assistance, visitors would have struggled to come ashore at the landing-place, not far from the baron baillie’s house (the feather store).26 Back in 1697 Martin had pointed out to the islanders that strangers could be repelled by hurling stones onto the landing-place from above. Evidently this hadn’t occurred to them. Characteristically, they really liked the idea.27 Today, the village looks open and inviting. In 1840 the continuous surrounding wall and also the houses end-on to the street would have shown a rather forbidding and introverted face to strangers (as the clachan, now abandoned, must previously have done, in its own way). Psychologically, the idea of living within a stone stockade may have appealed to the St Kildans; 40 miles of sea by no means guaranteed their security. However, when visitors arrived, caution was usually thrown to the winds, and a lively welcoming party helped the newcomers ashore; no one commented on the unusual format of the built environment. To reach the village, visitors had to pass between the twin emblems of power – the manse (with its large glebe) and the factor’s house.

Crofts were laid out in a fan-shaped array; they were bisected by a line of blackhouses, set end-on to the street, their entrances facing east, sheltered from the westerlies. Each blackhouse had a tiny four-pane window which let in light from the west. Some had a chimney, others simply a hole to let out smoke. The houses were neatly thatched, and the thatch was netted; impudent hooded crows nevertheless poked their beaks into it, looking for grain, especially after the minister had run out of ammunition for his gun.28 Many houses had annexes attached to their northern ends.29 Usually each blackhouse was provided with open space behind and beside it; by 1860 such spaces were often enclosed by walls and used for growing cabbages or potatoes.30 Construction of the new village took time. In July 1838 the old clachan was still visible, looking like a cluster of massive bee-skeps.31 The kink in the smooth curve taken by the new ‘street’ marks the zone where it had to swerve past remnants of older structures not yet dismantled. Later, Mackenzie family tradition claimed that, as incentives for house-building, the islanders preferred tobacco to Sir Thomas Acland’s gold sovereigns.32 Mackenzie’s father-in-law was a builder, but funds didn’t stretch to bringing in professional stone-masons, and the new houses were not built to the most modern standards. And because their builders had to re-use existing roof timbers, they couldn’t be much bigger than their predecessors. However, they were supplied with under-floor drains, and the village street was paved.

In 1837 the youngest of the new tenants was Donald MacCrimmon, aged nineteen, who took up croft 5 with his widowed mother and three sisters; he was not yet married. Almost all the eighteen new crofts went to men in their twenties and thirties, who had young families. Only four of the tenants were over fifty; the oldest, the ground officer John Ferguson at number 6, was sixty-five.33

Divide and rule

There was now a piece of land for virtually every family. The islanders objected to the first layout of crofts, which was organised by an outsider; each thought that ‘the other’s share was better than his own’.34 Considering the versatility and resilience of Hirta’s economy, it’s hard to believe that small variations in the quality or the acreage of crofts were critical; probably the people’s argumentative nature was intensified by the trauma of such a disruptive operation. In due course they were invited to take control of the process themselves.

The two leading families on the island were the Fergusons and the MacQueens.35 The Fergusons always provided the ground officers. According to family tradition, their ancestor Finlay came from Berneray (which was MacLeod territory); he was the mate of a boat bringing new immigrants to Hirta after the 1727 epidemic.36 The post of ground officer stayed in the family thereafter. As for the MacQueens, they seem to have been a family with a historic claim to social distinction. When Finlay MacQueen arrived around 1730, he was probably quite a young man. His descendants believed that his family had been ‘well off’; Finlay’s son John, who was born in 1750, was said to have been to college for three years.37 It may have been this John who was said by his grandson to have had more sheep than anyone else on the island, as well as several horses. Finlay may have come from the neighbouring (and much larger) island of North Uist38 – the territory of the MacDonalds, traditional enemies of the MacLeods. However, there were probably MacQueens on Hirta before the 1727 epidemic; it was said that ‘the first person who settled himself and a colony of his countrymen’ on Hirta was ‘an Irish rover’ called MacQueen.39 Although a Ferguson may have led the re-colonisation, the MacQueens perhaps claimed a longer ancestry on the island. I suspect that they regarded themselves as by no means inferior to the Fergusons.

Mackenzie said that he got the islanders to apportion the new crofts by lot, though he didn’t provide any details. In the context of a possible Ferguson-MacQueen rivalry, the distribution of the crofts is interesting. There were eighteen of them. Fergusons took up two crofts in the eastern half of the village, with its better land; Neil (the ground officer) took croft 6 and his son croft 4. MacQueens occupied three crofts in the western half – two brothers at 10 and 15a, and their senior cousin at 12. Other families were evenly distributed within each half. In the MacQueen half, there were three Gillies families and two MacDonalds; the Ferguson half had three MacDonalds and two Gillieses. There was one set of MacKinnons in each half of the community. The heads of two of the Gillies families, at numbers 14 and 15, were father and son. It may have been felt that brothers should not be immediate neighbours; in the ‘Ferguson’ half of the village, two Gillies brothers lived at 3 and 7; they had a brother in the ‘MacQueen’ half, at number 11. MacDonald brothers were distributed between the two halves of the community, respectively at numbers 2 and 9 and numbers 8 and 12a. Was the symmetry of this pattern really achieved solely by the drawing of lots?

The two halves of the village also differ in the arrangement of the ‘annexes’ attached to the houses. In the Ferguson half, six of the eight blackhouses have annexes tacked onto their northern ends. In the MacQueen half, the positioning of annexes varies. Two are at the north ends of their blackhouses, but two or three are beside them. The MacKinnons, at 13, were the only family in the village to put their house halfway along its croft’s frontage rather than at its edge, thus giving themselves no streetside space. At the west end of the street, the arrangement of buildings on and beside croft 16 is distinctly unusual. The western half of the village, then, is more of a shambles than its eastern counterpart.

The cultivable land of the two halves of the village was separated by a high, massive wall running through the cropland below the street, along the boundary between crofts 9 and 10, all the way to the coastal dyke. This wall was in place by 1860. Such an unusually thick wall is often interpreted as a ‘consumption dyke’, whose main purpose was to concentrate stones cleared off the land. There are much shorter, ‘unfinished’ consumption dykes along the boundaries between crofts 7 and 8, and between 8 and 9. However, I doubt that the big one is simply a consumption dyke; it’s very hard to believe that casual field clearance over no more than twenty years or so would have produced such a quantity of stone. This wall was evidently built deliberately, and probably completed in short order. Although it sometimes provided shelter for haystacks, it seems unlikely that this was its main purpose. Field clearance is one thing; the completion of a massive community-splitting stone barrier is something else. Was this wall meant to shelter crops in the ‘Ferguson’ half of the village? Or did it have something to do with rivalry between the Fergusons and the MacQueens, perhaps during the troubled times following the departure of Neil Mackenzie?

In the mid nineteenth century, the village had two ‘ends’. At Hogmanay, houses in the East End were visited by boys from the West End with their traditional demands, and vice versa the following year. Before Mackenzie’s re-organisation, when they were still living in the clachan, one half of the community prepared the Hogmanay bannocks, the other half went around loudly reminding them that it was time to do so; these duties alternated.40 In 1850 there were meetings on Tuesday evenings for the repetition and explanation of the shorter catechism; these were held ‘at each end of the village’.41 And when the new crofts were laid out in the mid 1830s, apparently two constables were involved42 – perhaps hinting at a dualism which may have originated in the 1730s, when the community consisted of both recent immigrants and indigenous families.

It’s hard to know how seriously we should take the potential rivalry between Fergusons and MacQueens, or between different ‘ends’ of the same street. However, the ‘us and them’ mentality is hardly unknown to the human species . . .

The life-space of the crofters

Each household now had a fixed area of cultivable land. Visiting in 1860, John Hall Maxwell observed that ‘the crofts are inadequate for one family, and cannot be parcelled’. But this didn’t really matter, since the families on Hirta had access to food derived from outwith their own croft boundaries. Maxwell claimed that since it wasn’t possible for the houses to contain more than one household, ‘the rising generation must practice celibacy while their fathers are on the scene’. In fact, however, the sons of the 1830s tenants married at an average age of twenty-five, when their fathers were mostly still alive.43 Evidently young couples managed. The case of Angus Gillies, at number 3, was unusual; he married in 1868 and stayed on his father’s croft for sixteen years before number 6 became available (owing to emigration). He and his wife had a six-year-old boy at home when they moved, their other children having died shortly after birth. Waiting for crofts was actually not much of an issue; infant mortality, emigration and the existence of families with a majority of female children saw to that.

On marriage, a few men lived on their wives’ crofts, sometimes taking them over in due course, sometimes returning later to their parents’ crofts. Cultivation was mostly done by women – who could also hold crofts or hand down their tenancies. The vicissitudes of family history could usually be accommodated. When the MacCrimmons, at number 5, emigrated to Australia in 1852, Donald Ferguson, the son of the maor, was able to take over their croft at the age of nineteen. At first, he shared it with another young bachelor, Ewen MacKinnon from croft 1, before both married in 1861.44 The young men evidently took down the vacated blackhouse; when Donald got married, he received one of the new single-storey cottages, constructed on croft 5 after the hurricane of October 1860. Blackhouses could be used flexibly. In 1860 John Gillies’s family (croft 11) was occupying blackhouses N and O;45 looking at the composition of his family, I wouldn’t be surprised if he put his four young daughters into one of them and lived with his wife and only son in the other.

The St Kildans were fortunate, in the sense that the reform programme involved the clearance of stones, not people. Pabbay, in the Sound of Harris, which isn’t much bigger than Hirta, was a fertile, beautiful island which has been called ‘the breadbasket of Harris’. In 1841 it had just been sold to the Earl of Dunmore; over 300 people lived there. While the Hirteach were finding their feet on their new crofts, Pabbay was cleared of almost all its inhabitants, in order to turn it into a sheep farm. Most of the people ended up in Australia.46

Each ‘crofter’ was now accountable for the rent of his or her allotment of cultivable land. The creation of spatially separate crofts challenged the solidarity of the community, a solidarity formerly reinforced by the very nature of the tight cluster of houses known as the clachan. In essence, by promoting the idea of personal accountability, Neil Mackenzie was reforming the moral economy of Hirta. The crofter was answerable to the factor as a rent-payer, just as he would be responsible to God on the Day of Judgement. From the minister’s viewpoint, the croft format encouraged the self-respect and moral integrity of families and individuals. From a pastoral perspective, it made sense for nuclear families to be detached from the flock, like sheep pinned down individually by Hirta’s dogs. No longer could people lurk elusively within the clachan’s complex maze – an intimidating social environment for a fastidious minister, picking his way between its noxious muck-heaps. Now the St Kildans would become more self-conscious as individuals and families, potentially competing in displays of piety, good behaviour and church participation. Separate cottages, far enough from neighbours to be out of earshot, would also allow the minister to attend to individual families.

The scourge of the community

In the clachan, most of the houses had benefitted from the shelter of their neighbours; to an extent, they kept each other warm. The blackhouses, on the other hand, were draughtier and less cosy than their predecessors, requiring more fuel for heating – although the under-floor drains (if properly maintained) must have helped keep their interiors dry. The new houses probably had no impact on the incidence of infantile tetanus. In 1833 Neil Mackenzie recorded the deaths of six tiny victims of the ‘eight day sickness’. Donald and Kirsty MacQueen, at croft 10, lost five children before the birth of their son Donald in 1840. In 1860, when Hall Maxwell conducted a census, he asked the islanders how many children they had lost; altogether, there were forty children alive, and eighty-four dead.47 The most terrible figures came from halfway along the street, where the families at 9 and 10 (which included that of the midwife) had each lost twelve babies and had only four surviving children between them. Only two families had reared more children than they had lost. When the tetanus problem was finally dealt with, in the 1890s, the neonatal mortality rate fell by nearly 60 per cent.48

Many of Mackenzie’s flock were young couples who – like the minister and his wife – started having children between 1830 and 1835. Mackenzie kept a record of births, marriages and deaths. When he left, in 1844, only four out of sixteen houses contained four children under the age of sixteen; none had more. Conspicuously, the largest and most prosperous-looking family was the minister’s own. When James Wilson visited in 1841, the manse contained ‘a group of four or five fine rosy cheeked children, with clean hands and well-washed faces, tidy dark green tartan frocks or trowsers (according to their kind) and little bare feet, the whole under the superintendence of a by no means tidy, but good enough looking, St Kilda lass’.49 Wilson’s travelling companion, Sir Thomas Dick Lauder, spotted the children peeping over the garden wall of the manse; they were ‘really beautiful little creatures’ in ‘nice clean tartan frocks’.50 They had a local nanny, who looked a good deal cleaner and tidier than most of the other young women on the island. The Mackenzies had lost their first three babies (Nathaniel just a couple of weeks after they arrived, and then twin girls in 1832), though not to neonatal tetanus. However, by August 1841 they had seven children, including another pair of girl twins and a three-month-old baby. Mackenzie told Dick Lauder that he didn’t think much of the island’s midwife; he had delivered his wife’s babies himself.

The cause of the eight-day sickness was almost certainly the use of an infected knife to cut the infant’s umbilical cord, or of infected dressings.51 The bacillus Clostridium tetani was abundant in the soil, and still is.52 The shared water supply was always exposed to potential contamination. The minister’s family had their own well, in the glebe. Mackenzie ‘showed them how to dig proper wells and protect them from contamination’, which probably means that he dug out the Tobar a’ Mhinisteir himself while the islanders watched.53 In Iceland, low levels of breast-feeding were responsible for a good deal of the high infant mortality in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.54 St Kilda, where each family had its house-cow, may well have suffered from the same problem. One commentator condemned ‘the deleterious food melted butter and milk, with which they are first fed, instead of that nourishment, with which nature blessed the bosom of the mother’ and noted how the people doted on the infants who survived. Apparently, this butter-and-milk mixture was administered for five days.55 The high levels of indigestible fat and casein in cow’s milk are likely to have produced problems of dehydration and diarrhoea in very young babies.56 Old customs persisted into the 1880s, when according to a newspaper piece entitled ‘The St Kilda infant’, ‘someone saw a child get milk and port wine, or fulmar oil and port wine, or oil from a fulmar’s stomach with whisky, someone heard that butter boiled with milk was given’.57 In 1878 the practice of pouring ‘fulmar oil pure, mixed with port wine . . . down the baby’s throat as soon as it is born’ unsurprisingly came in for criticism.58 Clearly, the link between breast-feeding and infant health and well-being was not understood by nineteenth-century St Kildans. Back in 1698 women had suckled their babies for two years, a practice which may have led to well-spaced conceptions.59 Perhaps the custom of feeding cow’s milk to infants as soon as possible arrived with the new settlers of 1730.

St Kildan standards of hygiene appalled most commentators. In the 1880s a nurse, finding a reddish tinge to her milk, discovered that it had been strained through a red cravat; she decided to get her milk from the manse in future. Wishing to bathe a newborn baby, she was presented with a basin ‘to which was still adhering fragments of dough of the last baking’. She knew an old lady who let her dog and cat lick her own bowl clean before placing it on the shelf.60 There were two hygiene regimes on the island – one for the folk at the manse, the other for everyone else.

It’s pretty clear that Mackenzie attributed the eight-day sickness to unhygienic midwifery practices (‘bad management’). According to Wilson, the minister seemed ‘to leave nothing untried to ameliorate the condition of his flock’, while his wife taught ‘the importance of proper cooking and other sanitary matters, and of the virtues of soap and starch’.61 However, it was an uphill struggle. Elizabeth Mackenzie, who was reportedly as happy on Hirta as she had been in Glasgow, ‘often endeavoured to show the St Kildans the necessity of cleanly habits’ but found that they ‘turned a deaf ear’.62 It was especially hard at first. One of their servant girls, on being asked to make a bed, exclaimed: ‘Beds! I never saw one.’63

The minister was a graduate of Glasgow University, probably the best university in Britain at the time, riding the wave of the Scottish Enlightenment. During his sojourn on St Kilda, Mackenzie maintained his intellectual curiosity. He tried to stay mentally alert, complaining that after some time on the island he couldn’t express himself well and his intellect became less sharp.64 Participating personally in some of the islanders’ fowling expeditions,65 he was very interested in ornithology and in oral tradition; it’s a great pity that many of his records later went astray.66 Any medical knowledge he possessed was at the disposal of his flock. He knew how to set the broken limbs of islanders who injured themselves in climbing accidents.67 In his register entries, he didn’t hesitate to specify causes of death – including ‘the boat cough’, debility and dropsy, green sickness, cancer, liver complaint, consumption, nervous disorder and dysentery.68 Mackenzie might have made rather a good doctor.

In the early 1840s a Danish doctor was posted to the island of Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, where infant mortality rates were appalling. He carried out autopsies and soon identified the treatment of the umbilical stump area as the obvious problem. After a maternity hospital had been set up, the stump was washed every day and then anointed with oil and covered with linen. The improvement in infant mortality was immediate and dramatic.69 For his part, Neil Mackenzie did manage to put a stop to one of the islanders’ ancient magical practices, the habit of tying feathers to the umbilical cord at the time of birth.70 He evidently came tantalisingly close to a direct understanding of the root of the infantile tetanus problem. The minister also claimed that infant mortality decreased considerably after he started lending them ‘suitable clothing’. The registers record that between 1840 and 1844 fourteen babies survived; no infantile deaths are recorded during the same period. However, the average number of children surviving very early death only rises from 2.4 per year before 1840 to 2.8 afterwards,71 so one has to query the minister’s claim. Betsy Scott, the Mackenzies’ young first servant, came from Lochinver in Sutherland. In 1834, at the age of eighteen, she married, thus leaving the manse before the success of Mackenzie’s midwifery methods had become clear. Later, long after the minister’s departure, Betsy became the island’s midwife; she proved as unsuccessful as any, especially with her own confinements.

Religious mania

By definition, the minister’s priority was the spiritual health of his flock. He made progress in inculcating religious knowledge, giving people the self-confidence to play active roles in church services and Bible teaching. In July 1838, at a ceremony presided over by ecclesiastical bigwigs from the mainland, several islanders became full members of the church. However, Mackenzie was not convinced of the depth of their commitment. In the end, he got through to them in a particular set of circumstances – a perfect storm in an almost literal sense. Owing to appalling weather, in the autumn of 1840 the potato harvest was half what it should have been, and cereal grains were small. No peat had been got in; in any case there had been little drying weather. The following spring, according to Mackenzie, ‘they literally cleared the shore not only of shell-fish, but even of a species of sea-weed that grows abundantly on the rocks within the sea-mark’.72 The privations of the islanders were not much improved by the arrival of the gannets and then the factor’s boat. As spring gave way to summer, the weather didn’t get better; by July, people were eating a good deal of sorrel (as it happened, their best defence against scurvy), but supplies of that were also running low.

Psychologically and physically, the people were at a low ebb. Mackenzie had studied the orchestration and management of recent religious revivals. In 1838, at Uig on Skye, a smallpox epidemic followed by a bout of fasting had given rise to a crescendo of religious feeling which resulted in an orgy of confessions. There had been a similar happening at Kilsyth, near Glasgow, in 1839.73 Mackenzie must have sensed his opportunity. In the summer and early autumn of 1841 his sermons ‘were plain discourses addressed to the conscience, and largely intended to show the difference there must be between those who truly feared the Lord and mere formalists and hypocrites’.74 And then in September 1841, after a summer of dreadful weather, his preaching finally broke through. On a day when most of the men were away on an outlying island, Mackenzie drove his mainly female congregation out of their minds. The effects he describes are reminiscent of the American Deep South – panting, heavy breathing, fainting, rolling in the dust (the cleanliness associated with godliness apparently not affecting the church floor). For the next eight months, a wave of religious mania swept through the community. It did not subside until early spring. Another followed in the autumn of 1842. On Sunday October 9th ‘the whole congregation became so agitated that they could not contain themselves, some fainted, others sobbed, and their children participated in the distress of their parents’.75 ‘Strong men, as well as feeble females, were sobbing aloud . . . the excitement became so great that I could not be heard,’ wrote Mackenzie. On the following Sabbath, ‘the emotion increased till the whole congregation became so agitated that they could not restrain themselves. The noise became so great that I could not be heard; some cried with vehement energy, some fainted, others sobbed. Who could refrain from tears! Even the children, seeing their parents in distress, cried too. I could not go on with my discourse. Our precentor could not sing, I had to do it myself, and after some time finished my sermon . . . The tears were not in drops, but in copious streams down their cheeks.’ People were ‘weeping aloud, crying for mercy with such pathos and energy as beggars description’.

Mackenzie’s scientific curiosity was aroused by the effects he was achieving: ‘First, the person affected seems to be labouring under an uncommon weight, breathing fast, the whole frame greatly agitated. During this time the person affected seems to be powerfully restraining himself from crying – at last he bursts out with a violent outcry . . . when it begins to subside, it is followed by a great trembling, and . . . chattering of the teeth, accompanied by great weakness and absorption of mind. I inquired of a very intelligent man how he felt inwardly? He said . . . his whole frame became as if about to give way, feeling a cold trembling all over his body, being eased a little by crying out that this condition continued for a time and gradually passed away. After it he felt as if all his joints had been powerless, accompanied with trembling. He remarked, that when thus affected, that it was highly disagreeable.’

People started to behave strangely. According to the minister, ‘those that were so loquacious became as if they were afraid to speak; formerly delighted to excess in the society of one another, now they love solitude. To steal away at night to get to a retired spot to pray, is deemed a luxury. Scarcely a wall, old building, or a large stone, is not made a place of prayer.’ People were now to be seen praying as the spirit moved them, in the byres, behind walls, and when they were out on the hills. Though he knew it was unlikely, Mackenzie hoped that ‘all the peculiar vices of the place’ had disappeared for ever. Although he had longed for years for this kind of breakthrough, perversely when it happened he was ‘distressed to find that some had been mere imitators of others’, and that others, not focusing on the moral or intellectual implications of the Word, had fallen prey to ‘empty emotionalism’.76

Shamans often fast to achieve altered states of consciousness. At a time of poor harvests, Mackenzie was able to reap many souls. For him, the end justified the means. For me, there is something profoundly disturbing about a man of God achieving his objectives by creating out-of-body experiences and group hysteria while dispassionately watching what is going on, in control of himself, taking mental notes. What are we to make of a man almost simultaneously the master manipulator, the objective scientist and the seeker of spiritual truth? Perhaps some of the islanders achieved a kind of catharsis following these goings-on. But how did such experiences affect the mental stability of vulnerable individuals? Finding God through group hysteria is very different from accepting an argument based on Bible study. In terms of intellectual honesty, this form of missionary activity has always had questions to answer.

Not long after St Kilda’s religious revival, a seismic event in Edinburgh split the Scottish Presbyterian Church asunder. It had been years in the making. Ostensibly, the critical issue was the right of congregations to have a say in selecting their minister, rather than having the laird’s choice imposed upon them. Furthermore, new attitudes and styles of preaching were inspiring a religious revival. Many of the ‘evangelists’ objected to what they saw as widespread complacency in the ministry. Appalled by poverty and hardship, they advocated social reform, education and a more inclusive church. On May 18th, 1843, the evangelists staged a coup, which became known as the Disruption. The Free Church was born. Afterwards, most landowners remained within the established church; ministers who joined the Free Church instantly made themselves homeless. The trauma of a family evicted for its religious convictions was not lost on contemporary artists, who painted several pictures on the theme of ‘leaving the manse’.

Meanwhile, on St Kilda, Mackenzie’s exertions had taken their toll. The minister was suffering from mental exhaustion and had developed health problems. Twelve months after the Disruption he took his first mainland leave for four years, accompanied by his family. He did not intend to join the Free Church. However, he had probably decided that it was time to leave St Kilda. In the wake of the Disruption, many livings had become vacant. In early July Mackenzie was inducted to a post at Duror, in Lorn. The move had been arranged by Sir Thomas Dick Lauder, who seems to have felt rather guilty about it, having personally witnessed Mackenzie’s pivotal role on Hirta.77 The minister’s departure came as a shock to the islanders; it left a body of fervent Christians without benefit of clergy and facing an uncertain future. If they chose to leave the established church, the St Kildans would no longer have access to funds from the SSPCK.78

Raiders of the last auk

Not long after Mackenzie’s departure, an event – or perhaps two events – took place which might have shaken his belief in the depth of his flock’s Christian faith. It concerned the killing of a great auk, or garefowl – or maybe two of them. Great auks were once common across the North Atlantic, where they lived in large breeding colonies. By the nineteenth century, many of these flightless birds had been exterminated; stuffed auks and their eggs became highly collectable items. At St Kilda there had probably been a great auk colony for a very long time. The breeding season lasted from the middle of May to the end of June. For centuries, the islanders, who knew that the bird would not replace an egg once it had been taken, must have been careful not to exploit the colony to extinction. In 1697, when Martin visited, he described the garefowl as ‘the stateliest and largest of St Kilda’s sea-birds’; numbers were then evidently much diminished.79 There was, however, at least one surviving traditional song which celebrated the garefowl (along with the gannet) as a harbinger of the fowling season and a desirable present to receive from a suitor or husband:80


Thanks to the Being, the Gannets have come,

Yes! And the Great Auks along with them.81



By the mid eighteenth century, the bird was only seen occasionally at St Kilda.82 In 1821 a great auk captured on the east side of Hirta (perhaps on the shingle beach, Mol Ghiasgeir) was sold to the tacksman for 10s.83 By that time hardly any of the islanders were familiar with the garefowl, a circumstance which did not bode well for the bird. Not long after Mackenzie’s departure, the St Kildans were responsible for the great auk’s probable final demise in Britain – and perhaps on planet Earth.84

The story which has made it into the literature concerns a group of four or five men who spotted a large bird halfway up Stac an Armin. When they got there, they found it asleep. Having crept up on the bird and caught it, they kept it tied up at the bothy on the stack for three days. It made a great noise, not least by the clacking of its bill. A storm arose. Thinking that the bird was a witch and had brought the bad weather, the men killed it. Versions differ; either they beat it to death with a stick or crushed it (taking an hour!) between two large stones. They did not simply wring the bird’s neck. This was a ritual act, designed to counter malign forces, so the auk had to be killed comprehensively, in more than one way. I’m reminded of the ritual murder of the prehistoric Lindow Man, a ‘bog body’ discovered near Manchester Airport; he had been stabbed, strangled and knocked on the head.85 (To put such ‘multiple killings’ into context, the last hanging, drawing and quartering in Britain took place in 1782.)

In the eighteenth century, the St Kildans treated the detested black-backed gull to a similarly comprehensive death. After going to considerable trouble to catch it, they would put out its eyes and cut off its wings, before casting the bird into the sea.86 Although the eggs of black-backs were ‘among the largest and best’ locally available, it was strictly taboo to eat them. People blew the eggs and returned them to the nest, so that the parent birds would waste many hours sitting on them. The islanders vied with each other, wrote Kenneth Macaulay, ‘in torturing this imp of hell to death’. Like fox-hunting, this was pest control beyond the call of necessity.

In March 1898 a different great auk story got into the press, provided by Kenneth Campbell, an Oban doctor who had been the St Kilda teacher in 1884–5. According to him, an auk was captured on Hirta; the men’s assembly decreed that it be tied up for one night, tethered to a stout pin fixed in the ground near the houses. The bird made such hideous noises that hardly anyone could sleep. Very early the next morning, parliament was assembled.87 The captive creature ‘was undoubtedly considered an evil emissary. After serious consideration the verdict was given to have the vile bird stoned to death, and the sentence was at once carried out.’

There’s a composite version of these two stories, which has the bird captured on Stac an Armin and then brought to Hirta to have its fate determined by the men’s assembly. However, lack of detail makes this account unpersuasive.88 Which of the two more plausible stories should we believe? Given that the killing does not reflect well on this Christian community, it is perhaps surprising that such a tale has survived at all. If the Stac an Armin story is the true one, why would anyone tell the parliament story and thus implicate the entire community? If the truth lies with the parliament story, why would two old men, Lachlan MacKinnon and Donald MacQueen, have admitted responsibility for the death on the rock? On Hirta, oral tradition was effectively communal property, and history was often recounted at communal gatherings; false accounts of recent events would soon be challenged and discredited.

There’s no strong reason to prefer one story to the other. It may be that two great auks were killed, one on Stac an Armin, the other on Hirta. They were not necessarily members of a breeding pair, nor need the killings have taken place in the same year. Stories of such shameful events would not have been told readily to an inquisitive naturalist, who in any case had lots of other things to do during a short stay. No outsider ever heard the full story of events which had taken place a long time ago (probably around 1848). During the great auks’ final years, single sightings of these long-lived birds were sometimes made in the region. In 1812, visitors to Papa Westray in Orkney were told that a single male had visited the island for many years.89 It seems that the pair of great auks killed on the island of Eldey in Iceland in June 1844 may not, after all, have been the ‘last’ great auks on the planet; the final aukicide may have occurred on St Kilda.

It is startling that the ritual killing of a great auk could take place in a community so heavily Christianised – especially when people knew that this was a bird for which outsiders would pay good money. Mackenzie’s strenuous efforts had evidently not completely eradicated older mindsets. So perhaps it should not surprise us that sometime between 1856 and 1863 the islanders sought to have a woman put on trial for witchcraft. Their catechist, Duncan Kennedy, took no action.90

Two churches: the struggle for supremacy

For nine years following the Disruption, the Hirteach were involved in a near-farcical tussle for their souls – or rather their allegiance – between the Free Church and the established church (the latter supported by the laird).91 The SSPCK, representing the established church, found it difficult to find Gaelic-speaking men to go to St Kilda. Such a posting did not suit a married man, and single men tended not to stay for more than a year. The SSPCK was glad to find anyone who would maintain an established church presence on the island. A catechist or a teacher would be better than nothing; religion and education went hand in hand. Each of the competing churches was supported by a charitable ladies’ association, which raised money for teaching in Gaelic.

In the case of St Kilda, the Free Church had two significant advantages. After years of Mackenzie’s preaching, an evangelical form of Christianity would surely be the people’s natural choice. Also, the breakaway church had a purpose-built mission yacht, the 48ft (15m), 37-ton Breadalbane, which was ideal for reaching the scattered communities of the Hebrides (some of which had been moved to the coast during the time when gathering seaweed was economically important). The yacht had been paid for by the Marquess of Breadalbane. The Free Church meant business. In early August 1846 the Breadalbane turned up with a heavy hitter on board, the Rev. Rory MacLeod of Snizort. He only stayed for one day and was disgusted by the stench. However, in 1914 his visit was remembered by the old church elder Donald Ferguson, who was thirteen at the time, as the key event in the islanders’ acceptance of the Free Church. According to Ferguson, MacLeod told the people that ‘if they remained with the Church of Scotland their conscience and their religion would be completely in bondage to the landlord and the King’. Naturally, they ‘signed on’ for the Free Church.

It’s not surprising that Master Ruairidh (Rory) MacLeod was credited with persuading the Hirteach to adhere to the Free Church. Rory was a Free Church hero. Until the Disruption, he had been minister of Snizort in northern Skye, in an area whose people had come under the spell of the blind evangelist Donald Munro, around the year 1812. Donald had been a fiddler; however, after he saw the light, he persuaded people to bring their fiddles and bagpipes to the head of Loch Snizort, where a ‘veritable mountain’ of musical instruments was set on fire in a great conflagration.92 At the Disruption, MacLeod was the first (and only) minister on Skye to come out for the Free Church. In 1846, with his fine new church at Snizort nearing completion, he must have been at the height of his powers. He held open-air meetings, sometimes lasting over seven hours, attracting a multitude from far and wide. They foregathered at a natural amphitheatre near the Fairy Bridge, not far from Dunvegan. Snizort was well placed for Rory to offer hospitality to co-religionists and missionaries travelling to or from the Western Isles. John MacDonald was a good friend and had stayed at Rory’s house when travelling to St Kilda.

In June 1847 Neil Mackenzie returned to Hirta, accompanied by Rory MacDonald (the established church’s minister from Harris). Mackenzie ‘besought the congregation to return to the Auld Kirk’. The people made a great fuss of him. However, he had arrived too late. Later that year, Peter MacEwen, the established church’s schoolmaster and catechist, had difficulty in securing attendance at the school. He discovered that the boatman who took him out belonged to the Free Church and had tried to turn the islanders against him. The following summer (1848), during MacEwen’s leave, Rory MacDonald kept the established church’s flag flying. He preached four times on Hirta and held a meeting where he read out a letter from the laird, Sir John MacPherson MacLeod, stating that he had no intention of allowing the church to be used by the Free Church. Since it was the SSPCK which had been responsible for Neil Mackenzie’s great reforming mission, leaving the established church would be an act of deep ingratitude.

These words fell on some sympathetic St Kildan ears. Conversations with the islanders suggested that if they were sent a new minister soon, they would probably stay with the established church (though perhaps by this time people had become rather good at telling visitors what they wanted to hear). Unfortunately, however, ten male heads of families happened to be away, catching birds on outlying islands; a collective decision was impossible. The St Kildans promised to write to Rory MacDonald soon. But they also complained that the established church had a disdainful attitude towards St Kilda, believing that any minister would do. They wanted the right to object to anyone whom they found unacceptable. As for which church to choose, opinion was probably divided and ambivalent. The absence of most of the men gave the islanders a convenient excuse for temporising.

Within a few months, Peter MacEwen, the catechist from the established church, had persuaded the St Kildans to attend church and send their children to school. It was essential for the SSPCK that he be re-engaged for another year. If he agreed, they would not re-employ the subversive boatman. Unfortunately, however, the boatman in question had told the people about the impending arrival of the Breadalbane. The yacht turned up on August 22nd. The Rev. James Noble told them that ‘the proprietor of the island was willing to give them the Church and Manse for the Free Church, provided the people were unanimous in joining the Free Church’. Apparently at a second meeting the islanders were persuaded to declare for the Free Church. Norman MacRaild, the estate factor, acted as translator, to the subsequent annoyance of his employer. Before the party could leave, a ferocious south-easterly gale lasting twenty-four hours trapped the Breadalbane in Village Bay; fortunately, the anchor held. Eventually, the yacht left for Harris, braving the weather which destroyed much of the Caithness herring fleet, along with their crews.93

In the event, MacEwen did agree to go out in 1849; he stayed until late summer. On his arrival, he found the people worshipping in the church as members of the Free Church, led by their elders. MacEwen insisted on his right to take services on an equal footing with the Free Church. This annoyed most of the people; they started to meet for worship in their homes. At first, they gathered in Finlay MacQueen’s blackhouse on croft 12; then, as numbers increased and Neil Ferguson the maor joined them, they met in the blackhouse on croft 7, the home of Rory Gillies. According to Callum MacQueen, by this time only fifteen or sixteen adults were still going to church; nine of those, he insinuated, did so because they ‘got benefit from the minister’s glebe’.94 Despite their apostasy, the islanders had the sense to continue sending their children to MacEwen’s school. Around this time, the laird received a letter from Rory MacLeod of Snizort, suggesting that he accept reality and either turn over the church and manse to the Free Church or provide a site for the construction of a separate church.

Sir John MacPherson MacLeod, conscious that his grandfather had been a missionary and schoolteacher on St Kilda, always styled himself ‘of St Kilda’. His reply to Rory MacLeod’s letter was forthright. He regretted seeing the St Kildans being ‘led away by the folly of vainly and ridiculously imagining that they are themselves competent to judge on any matter about which the two churches differ, instead of humbly and piously contenting themselves with being followers of Christ, and taking the benefit of the endowment and provision of stipend, glebe, manse and church, which under Divine Providence had been made for them by benevolent men’. He suggested that those not wishing to stay with the established church should simply leave the island; he was willing to give them every reasonable assistance to do so. The laird’s manner with ‘natives’ must have been well honed during his career in India. However, he might have cared to reflect that the church had been crowd-sourced, paid for by donations from many people.

In April 1850 a party of seven men and two women from Hirta arrived on Harris in an open boat. The people were desperate for want of food, they reported. They brought a letter to be forwarded to the factor. Not receiving any reply, they applied to the inspector of the Highland Relief Fund, who supplied them with 209 bolls of oatmeal, as much as their small craft could carry.95 That summer, the Free Church sent out two of their most effective operators, Angus MacGillivray and Thomas MacLauchlan. They arrived on July 3rd, a Wednesday morning, and started preaching that evening. They didn’t leave until the following Monday. The atmosphere became highly emotional; at one Sabbath service the people’s sobbing almost drowned out the preacher’s voice. They even became lachrymose during communion. MacGillivray and MacLauchlan explained that they could do nothing more until the laird gave them a site for a place of worship (he was one of the very last to resist such pressure).96 One reason he didn’t do so, they claimed cunningly, was that he doubted whether they were sincere adherents of the Free Church. The people were exhorted to keep the faith. MacLauchlan and MacGillivray had brought a good deal of china with them, including some chamber-pots – which some families put to good use as receptacles for porridge.97

Within a couple of weeks the islanders were holding separate Tuesday meetings at each end of the village, to repeat and discuss the shorter catechism. Apparently, they were led by two highly intelligent and pious elders.98 It sounds as if a serious schism had now set in. Later that year, the factor found church and manse in a dilapidated state; someone had broken into the manse, and wood had been stolen from stalls in the minister’s byre. Perhaps violence had broken out. Our sources are almost silent on this matter. However, according to the Glasgow Herald a few years later, there had ‘sprung up a spirit of strife and variance’ among the people. ‘They could no longer live together’; ‘their lives were not safe in the same island’.99

It’s not entirely surprising that the following year no established churchman could be found to go to St Kilda; by this time an already challenging job must have looked like mission impossible. However, Angus MacGillivray returned to the island. That year’s Free Church report brazenly rewrote history, claiming that the St Kildans had always been unanimous in their adherence to the Free Church, that they had completely rebuffed Mackenzie on his return to the island, and that the established church had left Hirta virtually unvisited.

Breakout

In November 1851, in the wake of several famine-stricken years, the Skye Emigration Society (SES) was set up, with a view to arranging assisted passages for emigration to Australia, where the Melbourne gold-rush had led to a shortage of shepherds. Neither of the two main Skye lairds could help the emigration project financially; both had gone bankrupt, their estates held in trust for their creditors.100 In January 1852 the SES became the government-backed Highland and Island Emigration Society (HIES), whose patron was Prince Albert. St Kilda’s laird was on the management committee.101 He was among the more generous donors to the Highland Emigration Fund, which was supported by the great and the good, including Queen Victoria, the governor of the Bank of England, Baron Rothschild and the Baring banking family.102 The idea was that lairds would pay one-third of the costs of the passages; the emigrants themselves would make small contributions, to be repaid in due course. The HIES’s first prospectus was issued in May 1852, just three months after an invitation to purchase shares in the Melbourne Gold and General Mining Association had been issued in Britain.103

During his early summer trip to St Kilda, the factor, Norman MacRaild, evidently raised the possibility of emigration. Did he mention gold? It’s hard to believe that he didn’t. During the previous autumn, the Australian gold-rush had been well covered in newspapers. In the summer of 1852 several shiploads of emigrants left Britain bound for Port Phillip or Sydney; advertisements for these voyages were usually headed ‘GOLD REGIONS’. There were also adverts for ‘Australian tents’ and gold-sieving equipment.104 At St Kilda’s Australian namesake (‘a rising watering-place’) the cost of land had tripled in value in one year; ‘the prospects for parties with small capitals and of careful habits were most flattering, and labour in very great request’.105 (This recently established settlement, now a suburb of Melbourne, was named after The Lady of St Kilda, formerly owned by Sir Thomas Acland, which had sailed to Port Phillip (Melbourne) in 1841 and then made commercial voyages to China and New Zealand before being wrecked on Tahiti in 1844.)106

In late July 1852 seven families left St Kilda – a party of thirty-six people. The factor, perhaps out of touch with the laird, may have made the arrangements on his own initiative. He had made an understandable mistake. When Sir John Macpherson MacLeod backed the new emigration scheme, it was not St Kildans he had in mind. He was thinking of his new tenants on Skye (he bought the Glendale estate in 1852,107 a year in which February saw terrible local starvation).108 Realising that emigration might endanger the viability of the Hirta community, the laird left his large London house near Park Lane and hastened to Glasgow in an attempt to dissuade the would-be emigrants; he then joined them on their voyage to Liverpool. His pleas were in vain. ‘We told him,’ said Callum MacQueen, ‘that probably the rest of the inhabitants would come away shortly. He asked what he had better do to retain them. The people were not pleased because the established church sent catechists and a schoolmaster while the people themselves belonged to the Free Church. We suggested that the manse and the church be given to the people.’109 Meanwhile, Sir Charles Trevelyan, a leading organiser of the emigration programme, expressed a wish for Hirta to be totally evacuated, to make room for crofters with more ‘Saxon’ or ‘Germanic’ virtues – orderly, moral, industrious and frugal people.110

Although the emigrants ostensibly left on religious grounds, seeking freedom to worship as they pleased, they were not all necessarily or entirely of the Free Church persuasion. Ewen Gillies, one of the keenest emigrants, ‘reckoned the people had made a mistake’ in leaving the established church.111 Later, the Glasgow Herald reported that ‘fully a third of the inhabitants who remained faithful to the church of their fathers . . . had to leave the land of their birth’. Emily MacLeod believed that ‘the best’ people had been involved in the emigration; from her perspective, that probably meant people adhering to the established church.112 The fragmentary record, then, seems to imply those who left were not only the more impatient Free Church enthusiasts, frustrated by not being permitted to worship in their own church, but also established church supporters, who found themselves in a beleaguered minority. By this time, the differences between the Free Church and the heavily evangelised wing of the established church must have been less significant than the acrimony caused by sectarianism itself. Probably each side had taken up an entrenched position, fuelled and intensified by disputation and perhaps occasional violence. One has to wonder whether such a schism would have happened if the islanders had still been living in the clachan, rather than in separate crofts. In their desperation, the emigrants were braver than they knew. They took a leap in the dark, giving up their stake in a communitarian society with an established system of social insurance to risk all on a long voyage towards a problematic future on the other side of the globe.

Leadership

The most senior Fergusons were not involved in the emigration. The family’s enthusiasm for the Free Church may have been tempered by their official relationship with the estate (most lairds were pillars of the established church). Young Donald, a future ground officer, nineteen years old at the time, was never fully reconciled to the community’s joining the Free Church. Forty-five-year-old Neil, Donald’s father, was ground officer at the time of the emigration. One of Donald’s four brothers had left Hirta for Scalpay. Of the others, thirty-one-year-old Callum had a croft but decided to go to Australia, along with his brother Hector (thirty-five years old, married but croftless). The fourth brother, Finlay, took over Callum’s croft. Over thirty years later, at the age of seventy and after the death of his wife, he bravely decided to go to Australia.

It was Finlay, the senior MacQueen, who led the Australia party, at the age of fifty-five. His son’s defiant riposte to the laird when he tried to persuade them not to emigrate suggests that Finlay saw himself as the leader of an advance party, to be followed later by others. In the late 1820s Finlay had married Kirsty Ferguson, the ground officer’s eldest daughter, thus forming a bond between Hirta’s two leading families. During the religious schism, it was Finlay who had first offered his home for Free Church worship. It was his son Callum who became the teacher in the summer of 1852, when a Free Church school was set up on the island, supported financially by the Edinburgh Ladies Highland Schools Association. He was unpaid, since in 1846 it had been ruled that funds for supporting teachers had been intended solely for instruction in the teachings of the established church.113

Finlay MacQueen was ten years older than Neil Ferguson. Like Neil, Finlay composed religious poetry; an impressive Christmas carol of his has survived.114 In 1852 he was the oldest croft-holder in the community; he and Kirsty probably spoke with as much weight as Neil Ferguson and his wife (a MacCrimmon; Neil had married the girl next door). According to his son, Finlay paid £120–£130 for the voyage to Australia.115 Others paid their fare too, if they were able (some sold their sheep). MacLeod paid for others. The two adult Fergusons in the party, Callum and Hector, were Kirsty MacQueen’s young half-brothers; she must often have looked after them when they were children.

A few families may have emigrated in order to better themselves. Hector Ferguson and Ewen Gillies didn’t have their own crofts; they were living on those of their brothers. Also without their own crofts were two families of ‘cottars’ who lived to the east of croft 1; Ewen Gillies (who later returned to Hirta with radical political views) had married into one of these families. After the emigration, the cultivable land belonging to crofts 12A and 15A, as well as that used by the two cottar families, was re-designated as common land. ‘Gone to Australia,’ notes Sharbau’s 1860 plan of the village laconically. On crofts 12A and 15A, intricate little garden earthworks have survived to intrigue the archaeologist; those to the east of croft 1 were destroyed by the RAF in 1957, just after being recorded on plan.116 These little embanked strips and plots don’t occur anywhere else. Either they were created before 1852, surviving on land reclassified as common and thus cultivable no more, or sometime after that year, when a few people may have been permitted to make gardens on the new commons. The former is more likely.

Some of those who went to Australia evidently felt passionately about asserting their right to freedom of worship. However, it also sounds as if some recent feuds had gone too far, that bruised egos and incensed feelings were part of the mix. For some, especially adult men without their own crofts, the lure of Australian gold may well have been decisive. In the emigrants’ calculations, God may have been joined by Mammon.

It was not until October 13th that the St Kildans left Britain on the Priscilla, having spent nearly a month at the emigration station at Birkenhead. In November, a measles epidemic broke out on board. The islanders’ immune systems gave them little resistance. Finlay MacQueen senior lost his nineteen-year-old daughter, Rachel; the rest of the family survived. Finlay MacQueen junior was less fortunate. He died on November 20th, his wife Catherine the following day. The couple’s eighteen-year-old son, Donald, now had to look after his six younger siblings, who became five after the baby died a couple of weeks later. Ann MacCrimmon lost her husband on November 16th; within a week, her four children had died too. Ann herself died a few days after the ship’s arrival. No St Kilda family escaped altogether. Rory MacDonald and Callum Ferguson began their new lives in Australia as widowers; Rory had lost his brother Hector.117 On January 19th, 1853, the ship arrived at Port Phillip. The St Kilda emigration party had been halved, to seventeen. When they got to Melbourne, they found the town full of unemployed and destitute migrant workers. Some managed to find work in the brickfields of Little Brighton.118 This was not exactly the Promised Land.

A few months after the emigrants landed in Australia, Lady Mackenzie of Gairloch visited Hirta and saw the islanders openly worshipping in the church on five days of the week. In June 1853 the laird decided that further resistance was pointless and donated church, glebe and manse to the Free Church. In July, Duncan Kennedy, a bachelor nearly sixty years of age, accepted a posting to St Kilda as catechist, arriving on the Breadalbane in early September. Disputes between the SSPCK and the Free Church about the ownership and disposal of furniture and books rumbled on for four more years.

Exposed to the threats and blandishments of rival Christian sects, the islanders had suffered nine years of frustration, strife and uncertainty. The sectarian struggle cast a long shadow. At a stroke, Hirta’s population fell from around 110 to more like seventy or eighty. Those who left for Australia had been mostly young people and children; only nine were over thirty. Several potential brides and grooms had disappeared over the horizon. John Clegg concluded that the emigration was a demographic catastrophe from which the island’s population could not recover.119 It is ironic, then, that the emigrants claimed that they were motivated less by ‘the hope of bettering their own condition’ and more by ‘the conviction that their removal was necessary for the well-being of the friends and relations whom they were to leave behind’.120

The islanders did achieve a small measure of revenge for their laird’s intransigence. The summer of 1854 was tempestuous; potatoes suffered terribly from dry rot. The crisis precipitated the killing of ‘a great number’ of the proprietor’s sheep (that is, the Soays on the isle of Soay). Factor MacRaild, stranded on Hirta from the end of June 1854 until the following March because a relief boat failed to arrive, must have had little choice but to agree to the slaughter.121 Perhaps the transport of a few sheep from Hirta to Soay around this time was intended as reparation for the loss of the laird’s Soays. Although the introduced sheep apparently ‘did no good’ on Soay, their genetic signature has been picked up quite recently among the Soays whose ancestors were moved to Hirta in the 1930s.122

A cuckoo in the nest?

In 1898 Walter Miller published a ghastly narrative poem. It describes how two St Kilda lads go off to work in the Glasgow shipyards. One of them dies there; the survivor takes his mate’s grieving St Kildan girlfriend to visit his grave. The mourners fall in love, marry and set an example as a Christian couple, first as ‘blest missionaries to dear St Kilda’s folk’ and later, to the joy of the islanders, as missionaries overseas. Some of the depictions of the island’s lifeways hark back to the eighteenth century:


Forth went the skippers in their dancing boats

Bravest of mariners on business bent,

With merry song or sonorous chant inspired,

Plying the guileful hook ‘mong finny shoals,

Or net, those sportive libertines to snare . . .



When the young people return from Glasgow at the end of the winter, as a couple, the islanders are delighted:


See as from every house the families pour,

And not a little babe in snuggest cot,

Behind is left, unsharer of their joys!



Finally comes the punchline:


And so St Kilda, all the isles among,

Is happiest still, Arcadia of our song.



This was a new twist to the vision of St Kilda as the ideal community. Now, the ‘simplicity’ and ‘contentment’ of the islanders derived from their adherence to the ostentatiously Christian lifeways of the Free Church. Other nineteenth-century commentators went along with this theme. More recently, Donald Meek has suggested that the Free Church faith was a force for cohesion at St Kilda.123 Michael Robson took a less rosy view, arguing that ‘disagreements and discord were characteristic of a kind of religion that had no time for decorative ritual formalities and placed the greatest emphasis upon an individual’s spiritual state’. If spiritual guidance faltered, he suggested, and the right kind of leadership was lacking, then without the ritual framework of the sort provided by the Roman Catholic Church, ‘a small population in a world of its own for most of the time was left in a sad and pathetic state of uncertainty and confusion’.124 We shouldn’t expect the literature to reveal much about any adverse impact of this version of Christianity. Outside observers were absent for much of the year; visitors didn’t stay long and tended to encounter the islanders’ best behaviour. Reports of missionaries and ministers naturally tended to accentuate the positive.

On Hirta, as anywhere else, it was always necessary to come to terms with supernatural forces. The people had regular rituals, observing taboos, making offerings and practising magic. They worked to counteract the hostile magic of others and avoided certain actions in particular circumstances. The Christian faith must always have co-existed with embedded traditions of ritual, magic and belief. In the mid 1870s some young women were still ‘in the habit of putting a small flower into the pail when they went to the glen to milk their cows and ewes, in order to keep the milk from being bewitched by an “evil eye”’.125 To the west of the village lay a piece of land on which cultivation was taboo; it had been assigned to Satan, so that he would not interfere with the islanders’ crop-growing activities. And everyone knew that someone travelling to and from the Well of Virtues in Gleann Mór, to seek a cure from its water, should not speak to a soul.126

Individuals and families also had to cope with traumas affecting the whole community. John Donne’s phrase ‘any man’s death diminishes me’ might have been invented for a close-knit island society. Frequently work stopped when someone was seriously ill. Mourning was a collective obligation; grief fed upon grief. Neil Mackenzie saw the people’s reactions to death as over-elaborate and ‘wasteful’ – the long farewells to the dying, the ‘excessive’ expressions of sorrow, the week of communal mourning during which nobody worked. Coffins were carried sunwise round the clachan, even through growing crops; ‘unnecessary and indecent’ funeral feasts consumed a lot of meat. All this cathartic behaviour owed little to Christian doctrine. Mackenzie was determined to put a stop to it.127

Social harmony doesn’t just happen; it demands appropriate conventions, institutions, understood norms of behaviour. Nowhere is this truer than in a small-scale society. From this point of view, the intricate wooden tumbler door locks which the St Kildans made and maintained are clearly of interest.128 It isn’t known whether they were in use on Hirta before the 1730 resettlement. However, they were certainly present in the late eighteenth century and were deployed right up to the time of the evacuation in 1930. The efficacy of these devices depends, of course, on the existence of the skills, tools and materials for making plank-built doors, as well as doorframes. John MacCulloch noted that they had ‘good doors’;129 the islanders, who mostly had to work with driftwood, must have been quite competent woodworkers. When I wrote about tumbler locks in St Kilda and the wider world, I stressed the vulnerability of individual families in an island society where the social atmosphere was sometimes fraught, and the need to protect family secrets in a world of gossip, witchcraft and recurrent paranoia. I took locks and keys to reflect a certain level of family autonomy, along with the preservation of social harmony.

However, there is another way of looking at household security. In many medieval societies it was the woman of the house who held the keys. They were key, as it were, to her status as a married woman. In recent centuries, a St Kilda woman wore a white mutch on her head on marriage, emphasising her new status as controller of her family’s stores of food, portable property and maybe domestic animals too – a role which became especially important when her husband was away, fowling, seal-hunting or wool-gathering on an outlying island. But there were also times when the woman of the house was herself away, dairying in Gleann Mór. On such occasions, being able to lock things up may have been important.

There is a certain amount of support for this idea. When Frédéric Bourgeois de Mercey visited Hirta in Mackenzie’s time, he remarked upon the wooden locks on the doors of houses in the clachan – quite useless, he thought, in a community without thieves and owning nothing worth stealing. The minister told him that it was the women who had installed the locks.130 There’s a song composed by a man about the loss of his wife. One morning the couple lay snares together, on the cliffs below Conachair. Later that day, the man is returning from a gannet-catching trip to Boreray and notices an object floating in the sea below Conachair; he takes it to be the body of a sheep. As they approach Village Bay, he becomes filled with melancholy and starts to sing an elegy for his dead son. As they near the shore, they notice that one of the women in the party awaiting them is missing. The bereaved husband composes a touching elegy, part of which says (in translation): ‘When the rope broke / I lost the key to my door’.131 A metaphor, of course, but perhaps one derived from daily experience.

The relationship between women and household security may have gone back to Norse times. The excavation of a high-status Norse settlement at Bornais on South Uist has produced ‘a small collection of six keys made of iron and copper alloy’ which seem to have related to the locking of caskets, the use of padlocks and the lifting of door-latches.132 The use of wooden tumbler-locks on Hirta may have perpetuated a long tradition of maintaining domestic security by all possible means. The ethical standards promoted by nineteenth-century evangelists made no difference; in fact, it’s quite likely that increasing tensions in an obsessively Christian community made home security more necessary. In June 1896 the Keartons reported that the islanders had been making new locks.133 In 1907 a medical inspector told the Scotsman that ‘every cleit is supplied with a wooden lock of local manufacture, to open which requires a special key’.134 In 1914 it was noted that ‘the curious wooden lock’ was still on the door of the old blackhouse in which Rachel MacCrimmon lived and died.135 And as late as June 1930 a journalist was shown the cleit-like structure in which Lady Grange was said to have been accommodated; with implausible hyperbole, he claimed to have heard ‘the rattle of a great wooden key, the ancient parent of all Yales’.136 In 1927 the surveyor and map-maker John Mathieson and his assistants were advised to lock up everything they possessed. However, they ‘locked nothing – not even the doors – and they lost nothing’.137

Locking doors wasn’t primarily about fear of petty theft. Nor was it about mistrust of tourists. The tumbler locks long pre-dated the age of the steamers; a scholarly article about them was published as early as 1880.138 In principle, doors were not really supposed to be locked. On Skye in the eighteenth century, sporting a lock denoted a lack of trust in one’s neighbours and an inhospitable attitude; ‘when privacy was desired for a space, a whittled wand was placed athwart the door’.139 Nevertheless, in a small community, people must have feared the consequences of strife with the families next door. Those confined within a teacup may have a special dread of a storm. Security issues never went away. The most important thing, perhaps, was the ability to deploy locks in particular circumstances – at times of social tension, of gossip, slander, suspicion, plotting and maybe eavesdropping, when cliques were formed and alliances shifted, and certain neighbours became unwelcome visitors. And sometimes people may have felt oppressed and beleaguered by witchcraft, real or imagined, or the mental health and stability of a neighbour may have given cause for concern. Locked doors provided peace of mind in several contingencies.

There is yet another possibility. What if the locks were intended to dissuade the steward or tacksman from nosing around too much? Such an interpretation would chime with the suggestion that people had been prepared to execute any incomer who seemed to be the estate’s spy (see the next section). People had their secrets. In the summer of 1861 a visiting cleric was very impressed with the islanders’ religious observances. He was further taken aback when they took a collection, and the sum realised was ‘equivalent to the most munificent offering of our wealthiest congregations’.140

Locks are a puzzle. Perhaps we should accept that they assumed different roles and took on varying degrees of importance according to the salience of security issues which probably changed over the years. Perhaps their owners made use of them quite casually, sporadically, on an ad hoc basis. We should not take this as an indication of their triviality. Probably the important thing about locks and keys was that they were always around, ready to be pressed into service in various contingencies. Their availability was a form of insurance, a reassuring antidote to various forms of anxiety.

Communitarianism challenged

By now it should be clear that the Hirteach had developed a communitarian society in which an intricate set of regulations was accompanied by plenty of opportunity for debate and discourse and a certain lack of emotional inhibition. A key figure was the maor, or ground officer, who effectively held a hereditary office. He took a fee from the estate; in theory, he was its appointee and executive officer. But he was also the community’s headman, chairing meetings of the mód, judging legal cases in the absence of higher authority, conducting baptisms, marriages and funerals when the minister was away, and acting as spokesman for the community in dealing with outsiders. Occasionally he headed a trade and diplomatic mission to the Long Island. Every summer he had to negotiate with the tacksman or factor (Plate 9). Transactions were not in cash but in kind; the negotiators needed to agree upon equivalent values for a diverse range of exports and imports and reach a mutually acceptable settlement.

At first sight it looks as if the ground officer was hopelessly compromised. How could he represent the community adequately when he was taking a fee from the estate? How could he act dispassionately as the estate’s local manager, given his close family ties with the tenants? The island-estate relationship was fraught with mutual suspicion. Was the tacksman trying to find new ways of extracting more resources? Were the islanders concealing something, or conspiring to evade their financial obligations? Neil Mackenzie was told of two cases of individuals who had married into the community in the past and were then suspected of being the laird’s spies. One was thrown into the sea, the other was strangled with a climbing rope.141 Even in the confessional atmosphere generated by a religious revival, it’s hard to believe that these stories (with their incidental detail) were invented. They reveal the concealment and paranoia inherent in the islanders’ approach to the estate. The murder of someone who threatened to betray them must once have been seen as entirely necessary and justifiable; omertà was essential to the maintenance of the community’s solidarity.

The maor’s interpretation of his role was vital to the success of the relationship between estate and local community. He knew more about the history and underlying realities of this relationship than anyone else and was thus the best person to negotiate the annual settlement between two opposed but interdependent entities. In fact, it was only by ‘working for both sides’ that he was able to perform this role. His diplomatic and negotiating skills, his knowledge and experience, were crucial. There is often an intricate and nuanced relationship between poaching and gamekeeping. Once upon a time, my brother Richard, having landed his boat from a Scottish loch, in which he had just put down a salmon net whose floats were clearly visible, was told by the local policeman, deliberately standing with his back to the water, that in the entirely hypothetical situation of his possessing any fishing nets, it would be a good idea just now to take them home and keep them in a shed for a couple of weeks. As politicians well know, facing both ways may have its advantages! And given the complexity of the maor’s role on Hirta, it may have made sense for the position to be hereditary, with the son serving a long apprenticeship, observing his father in action, learning about long-kept secrets and ancient precedents, and ways of navigating tricky diplomatic waters.

The social well-being of this small island society had been traditionally maintained by a complex set of rules and practices, and a well-understood distribution of power and authority. The new religion risked destabilising a carefully constructed edifice. The islanders’ solidarity had been often effective in dealing with outsiders – the manoeuvres of the tacksman, the bad behaviour of visiting seamen, the suggestions of officious visitors. But now the community had to face more awesome external forces – dreadful, in the old-fashioned sense of the word. God and Satan would never sail away. In the seventeenth century, according to Martin, the islanders did ‘not so much as name the devil once in their lifetimes’.142 By the nineteenth century, Satan had acquired a much higher profile. Now, various misdemeanours – unconventional sexual relationships, antisocial acts, verbal abuse, acts of violence and so on – were highlighted as ‘sins’ which could be called out in church in front of the whole community. If not confronted and uprooted, sin might jeopardise the spiritual health of the entire body politic. In the tussle between good and evil, between God and Satan, people were not expected to stand on the sidelines.

The control of women

The couple at the manse were ever-vigilant, especially when people threatened to be about to enjoy themselves. ‘We always go to their feasts to keep them regular,’ wrote Mackenzie, referring not to a laxative but rather to marital relationships.143 In August 1841 the minister told Sir Thomas Dick Lauder that ‘[the islanders] had little ideas of morals till he taught them, that marriages were not common before he came and that illicit intercourse took place very much owing to the circumstance of the younger branches of several families being put out to sleep in houses separate from those of their parents. He patched up some unions after having convinced the people of the immorality of their habits, and now all is right.’144 The banning of teenage sleepovers may have been a step in the right direction. Nevertheless, ministers and elders still had to be on the alert for backsliding.

Control of the sexual freedom of women has often been a Christian preoccupation. It would mostly have been the women of Hirta who paid the social and emotional price of religious recriminations concerning ‘fornication’ and ‘adultery’. Also it is hard to believe that the deaths of babies shortly after birth were always understood in purely medical terms; what if the luckless mother had offended God? For certain women, burdens of guilt and shame must have weighed more heavily than the bundles of dead birds which they carried home from the cliffs following the fowling exploits of their menfolk. Neil Mackenzie’s diary, now lost, contained the following entry: ‘Two females cast out, but one went to ask pardon of the other ere the sun set.’145

The literature makes it appear that men were dominant in religious observance, taking leading roles in church activities. However, when the men were away on Boreray, fowling or dealing with sheep, women took charge of daily family worship.146 In 1841 it was mostly women who first responded emotionally to Mackenzie’s preaching. Not long before the First World War, old Rachel MacCrimmon lived in a blackhouse near house 1; when people visited her, they could see the eyes of her numerous cats glowing in the half-dark. Rachel had a habit of indulging in impromptu preaching directed at people leaving church on the Sabbath: ‘Let not your heart be troubled,’ she proclaimed. It was said that she could recite every word in the Bible.147 In church, the women sat separately; in the 1920s they were literally sidelined, sitting on the edges of the congregation.148 They were well versed in scripture, however, and some found profound meaning and comfort in the new religion.

It’s likely that tensions among women tended to be more persistent and unresolved than those involving the men. For one thing, the men’s parliament met more frequently than its female counterpart. Women often worked in company, side by side, each applying herself to her task, maybe with the help of a daughter. It was the men who truly collaborated. On the open sea, and during expeditions to the outer islands, they were deeply dependent upon one another. When they descended the cliffs, there had to be mutual trust and understanding between climbing partners.

Neil Mackenzie told Frédéric Bourgeois de Mercey a story which apparently dated from the early 1820s.149 One day, a party of strange men in a small boat, watched warily by the St Kildans, dumped a sack tied at the neck above the high-water mark at Village Bay; it evidently contained a human body. The ‘body’ turned out to be very much alive; it was that of an Irishman named Thomas Power, who claimed to be a ship’s officer and victim of a mutiny. The people of Hirta took him in; he soon went native and refused to be taken off the island.

And then came tragedy. Thomas fell in love with a beautiful young woman – a blonde, with blue eyes. He was determined to make her his wife. Unfortunately, however, she happened to be the fiancée of Harris, one of his regular fowling partners. Power cornered her and proclaimed his love, but she refused to break off her engagement. The following day, Power and Harris were due to descend the cliffs together. After making their preparations, they fell asleep side by side in a wall-bed, on a mattress of gannet feathers. Next day, Harris, being the lighter man, trustingly went down the rope, belayed by the burly Thomas Power. He was now, of course, entirely at Power’s mercy. At this point, Power asked Harris to break off his engagement. His climbing partner refused. Brandishing his knife, Power pointed out the weakness of his rival’s position. Harris, resigned to his fate but determined to take the other man with him, threw a stone at Power, wounding him on the forehead. He then started jerking vigorously on the rope. Fowlers from neighbouring pitches hastened to the scene. By the time they arrived, two bodies lay side by side, spread-eagled at the foot of the Conachair cliffs. Papers on Power’s body suggested that he had served on an American pirate ship.

Enmity between men was a luxury which they could ill afford; they depended on one another for their lives. Women, on the other hand, often worked in smaller groups or as individuals, undertaking tasks where company was welcome but collaboration not strictly necessary. They made collective decisions less frequently and lived in widely spaced houses in Gleann Mór during the summer. In cases of strife, there must have been female peacemakers. But it’s not hard to guess that women’s disputes may have been resolved less quickly than those involving the men.

A new mindset

Neil Mackenzie had managed to shift the focus of Hirta’s communitarian tradition. Now the most important gatherings were those convened for prayer, hymn-singing and Bible study. The new version of Christianity became all-pervasive. Mackenzie’s description of the atmosphere towards the end of his long stay is illuminating: ‘There is not a family in the whole island where family worship is not regularly kept up morning and evening. Many will be seen seeking solitary retirement in the fields at prayer. When a party go to the neighbouring islands for fishing or bird catching, they have their regular worship. And in the island itself there are many meetings during the week for prayer and praise, and there is a quietness of manner, a sobriety and seriousness of demeanour even in common conversation that strongly marks the change that has been wrought.’150 The old ways were strongly discouraged. When the folklore collector Alexander Carmichael came to Carbost on Skye in 1861, he was getting on fine until a religious revival intervened; two of his informants had been told by their neighbours that they were old wives of the Devil, and that he was sure to come for them if they did not give over their ungodly tales.151

The St Kildans were urged to confess their past sins. ‘Awfully common’ among them, it seems, were ‘envy, cunning, theft, uncleanness, Sabbath breaking, excessive talking, and irritability of temper breaking out on every trifling occasion into violent rage, and even profane swearing’.152 The islanders were keen to turn over a new leaf. Chatterboxes apparently became ‘relatively taciturn’. People made restitution to neighbours whom they had injured or deceived up to forty years previously, including those unaware that they had been sinned against (presumably because they had been the targets of witchcraft). But did the new form of Christianity improve the emotional and psychological atmosphere? One has to wonder about the effects of the public denunciation of ‘sin’ and the impact of increasing burdens of fear, guilt and shame on the mental health and well-being of the vulnerable and the credulous.

In this small, self-contained island community, the personal could hardly avoid becoming the political. For those who made progress in religious knowledge and understanding, there were social rewards, at least for men, who could take on responsible roles at Sabbath services, or become church elders. There was now a new field of status competition. In theory, all were equal in the sight of God. However, the concept of personal progress towards salvation meant that, by definition, some people won more admiration and respect than others. For some, it must have been a short journey from learning how to interpret the word of God to knowing God’s will. The path of righteousness then becomes the path of self-righteousness; those who speak with authority become authoritarians. The behaviour of a bully or a control freak can do a great deal of damage. It’s not hard to see how this kind of religious cult may become a recipe for confrontation and schism.

The emigration to Australia is a stand-out case where the islanders’ tradition of communitarian decision-making broke down with disastrous effect. The subsequent reduction in population would have engendered a more socially claustrophobic community, more exposed to controlling personalities, less able to absorb damage done by feuding. An intense and widespread consciousness of sin and evil could intensify the fractiousness of island politics, creating new contexts (and pretexts) for disharmony, acting as a powerful medium for the perpetuation of feuds and antagonisms. In such a small-scale society, conflict and schism fuelled by religious obsession may become a collective neurosis, encouraging schizophrenia in the body politic. A great deal depended on the common sense of the minister. The man of God was the best-educated person on the island and, in theory, the most authoritative. His attitude was critical. When it really mattered, could he think outside the narrow frame of religious doctrine? Was St Kilda to be an inward-looking community, obsessed with godly behaviour and the struggle with sin, or would it be able to embrace the more progressive ideals of Victorian society?
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Winds of change

Few of those who trundle their trolleys around Waitrose at Hythe, on the western edge of Southampton Water, will know about the supermarket’s predecessor, the Villa Amalthea. In the middle of the nineteenth century, a substantial house stood here, behind a high brick wall. There were gardens laid out ‘in the Italian style’, fine trees, massive greenhouses and a line of plinths at the water’s edge featuring the stone heads of great writers and intellectuals. The seven-bedroom house contained fine French and Italian furniture, including a Louis XVI drawing room suite in white and gold, as well as a Collard & Collard piano, a Stradivarius, and china from Dresden and Sèvres.1

Rather a far cry from a distant Hebridean archipelago, one might think. And yet when the house’s unmarried owner, Charles Kelsall, died at Nice in January 1857, he left £700 to the Highland and Agricultural Society of Scotland (HASS), for ‘the purchase of such articles and things . . . most fitting for the inhabitants of the islands of St Kilda . . . regard being had to their situation habits and wants’.2

Charles Kelsall had attended Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge, but didn’t bother to take his degree. A classical scholar, traveller and visionary architect, he had the means to spend his life doing whatever he wanted. A lateral thinker, he was full of ideas for the betterment of Britain, including a wonderful new university to be built in neoclassical style in Staffordshire and a fantastic plan for a new capital city near Chepstow. Kelsall detested the faux-Gothic style of Windsor Castle, believing that a palace should be smiling, attractive and gracious. He called for the liberation of Greece from the Ottoman Empire before Byron more famously did so, and he infuriated the poet by sending him parodies of his verses.3 Some of his circle successfully promoted the extension of the franchise, the abolition of slavery, the creation of University College London. Kelsall was a neo-Hellenist, one of a coterie of architects who designed buildings, such as Downing College, Cambridge, in the style of ancient Greece, turning to archaeological reconstructions to get the detail as ‘authentic’ as possible. Kelsall did not push much for the adoption of his ideas; he was a dilettante, not driven by careerism or the need to make money.

So why did he remember the St Kildans in his will? The best guess is that he knew about them from conversations with his friend, the Cambridge academic Rev. Edward Daniel Clarke, who had visited St Kilda in 1797. By 1857 Clarke was long dead; his two daughters, however, were beneficiaries of Kelsall’s will.4 Kelsall and Clarke had a good deal in common: both enthusiastic travellers, Cambridge Hellenists, passionate about ancient Greece. Bequeathing a legacy for the benefit of the islanders was just the sort of idea which would have appealed to the quirky Charles Kelsall; who else would have left money to be given to the first fifty girls to get married at the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem?5

A balloonist at St Kilda

Kelsall’s friend Clarke had a very successful career.6 Soon after graduating, he was offered a fellowship at Jesus College, Cambridge. Having discovered that he was about to be enrolled in the local militia, he hastened to accept it. Eventually, after travels in Scandinavia, south-east Europe, Egypt and Palestine, he came back to Cambridge. Although a vociferous critic of Lord Elgin’s stripping of the Parthenon, he had got his hands on various Greek ‘marbles’ (including a fine statue of Ceres from Eleusis) and a valuable Plato manuscript.7 His case for obtaining a Cambridge chair must have been virtually unanswerable! In 1808 he became the university’s first Professor of Mineralogy. Clarke’s greatest claim to fame, however, is that he was the first Western scholar to identify the mound of Hissarlik, in Turkey, as the probable site of the ancient city of Troy.

After graduating, Clarke embarked on a career as a freelance tutor, in which capacity he took the young son of Lord Uxbridge on a tour of Scotland in the summer of 1797. Such trips provided scholars with golden opportunities to visit places they had always wanted to see, expenses paid. Adventurously, Clarke’s tour included St Kilda; a government cutter from the revenue service, based at Greenock, was placed at his disposal (those were the days!). He was rather taken with the islanders, whom he described as ‘a people far more intelligent than I had any reason to expect’.8 Although most of the St Kildans spoke no English, he was able to talk with the minister and his family.9 As an undergraduate, Clarke had constructed a brightly coloured air balloon, which was launched from Jesus College, carrying an unfortunate kitten over nearby rooftops. He brought to St Kilda ‘the materials for launching a small balloon’ but gave up the idea because of the weather. When the minister told the people about Clarke’s plan, they were very curious to see the balloon; what a fine contrivance it would be to take their birds from the rocks, they said.10

Clarke was in no doubt that the people of Hirta were being exploited. Were it not for the ‘rapacious avarice’ of the tacksman, they could have fed themselves comfortably, he felt. Just before he left, a public meeting was convened. The minister’s little house was too small for such a gathering, so some stood outside while the senior islanders explained their grievances through an interpreter. Unfortunately, Clarke’s diary breaks off at this point.11 The islanders must have been hoping that he would intercede with the laird. It’s not known whether he did so.

A few years before Clarke’s visit, Rev. John Buchanan (a Gaelic speaker) had painted a grim picture of life on the Western Isles, where a formerly ‘free, animated and bold’ people now ‘had to approach even the tacksmen with cringing humility, heartless, and discouraged, with tattered rags, hungry bellies, and downcast looks’. The tacksmen were, for the most part, ‘petty tyrants’. There was no part of the world where the good things of this life were more unequally distributed, Buchanan argued. Point for point, he made a comparison between ‘the African in the West Indies and the Celtic slave or scallag in the Western Hebrides’, arguing that the scallag was a slave in all but the legal sense.12 St Kilda’s laird, the son of Captain Alexander MacLeod, had assumed ‘all the turbulent pride of a purse-proud pedagogue, to keep them under’. Buchanan believed that the islanders would be better off if they had access to the open market. He claimed that the women of Hirta were a good deal less promiscuous than those of ‘the horrid island of Harris’. (If true, this is understandable, given the potential damage caused by strife in a small island community, and the difficulty of concealing sexual relationships on Hirta.) Buchanan noted that the St Kildans had more winter stores than they were able to consume – bread, mutton, potatoes and salad (!), or risted fowls (in other words, wind-dried birds). Despite their ‘hard usage’, he concluded, the islanders enjoyed ‘more human felicity than any small or great nation of slaves’.13 Quite a few of his readers would have known more about slavery than their descendants have cared to acknowledge.

Concerned visitors

The year 1859 saw the first visit to St Kilda of the survey ship Porcupine, whose captain, Henry Otter, had been tasked with improving the navy’s charts of Hebridean waters. There had been several wrecks at St Kilda; in 1838, spurred by Neil Mackenzie’s accounts of shipwrecked sailors, the Caledonian Mercury had campaigned for a better marine survey of the archipelago.14

Otter must have been right up the St Kildans’ street, in a more than literal sense. A Plymouth Brother and lay preacher, he advocated humanitarian reforms in the navy. He ran a dry ship. Otter had a house in Oban, where, felicitously living up to his name, he conducted classes in swimming and diving for young men and boys and instructed them in biblical knowledge. Those who saw the light were baptised in a water tank in the garden.15 Otter was assisted in his marine survey by another naval officer, Captain F.W.L. (Frederick) Thomas, a keen ethnographer, photographer and antiquarian.

The provisions of Kelsall’s will were to be implemented by the HASS. In November 1859 a meeting took place between the society’s secretary, John Hall Maxwell (who lived at Dargavel, not far from Glasgow), John MacPherson MacLeod (St Kilda’s laird) and Macleod’s factor, Norman MacRaild. They decided that the islanders did not want for food or clothing, and although the state of their furniture left a good deal to be desired, it was felt that they ought to replace it themselves. As for their education, it was noted that the Free Church catechist, Duncan Kennedy, was ‘capable of teaching a little more than they care to learn’ and that the St Kildans had ‘no desire to make further literary progress’. Kennedy’s own written English wasn’t all it might have been; a letter of his which survives has quite a few spelling mistakes, its ‘stream of consciousness’ style entirely due to lack of punctuation.16 Nevertheless, the catechist was a good teacher. When an inspector called in 1856, thirty-five were attending his school, of whom twelve ‘read English’, fourteen ‘shewed very fair specimens of penmanship’, and twenty-nine could read the fortieth chapter of Isaiah in Gaelic.17

However, there was no justification, the meeting agreed, for introducing a higher level of education; it would only make the islanders discontented and encourage them to emigrate. It wouldn’t do ‘to see them replaced from another part of the Hebrides by a set of people morally and socially inferior to them in their present state’. The meeting then discussed housing. The black-houses needed to be replaced by ‘cottages’ with proper chimneys, each with two rooms and a scullery. They would need to bring in masons and materials. If they built eight semi-detached cottages, straddling the croft boundaries, rather than sixteen separate dwellings, they should be able to save money. However, since the Kelsall fund wouldn’t run to the expense of replacing the houses, such a discussion was academic. In the short term, the meeting concluded, priority should be given to the construction of a slipway with a short rail track, and the provision of a windlass.

Maxwell needed to make a tour of inspection. In 1860 he arranged a trip, taking along the Duke of Atholl, president of the HASS.18 They got a passage on hms Porcupine and picked up three expert advisers from North Uist – all called MacDonald – who also acted as interpreters. They called at Vallay House on North Uist for tea. Since the St Kildans hadn’t seen an ordained clergyman for a couple of years, they also picked up the Rev. Reid, ‘to bring up arrears in the way of baptisms and marriages’. Reid was accompanied by a couple of his co-religionists. One of them, who wore ‘an expression of sanctimony and self-satisfaction, a long cloke and a black hat’, was sardonically nicknamed ‘Judas’ by the ship’s crew. The Porcupine carried gifts for the islanders: tobacco, snuff (and 100 clay pipes) for the men, tea for the women (with six teapots and lots of sugar), and two milk cans ‘filled with nuts and sweeties’ for the children. There was also religious literature, including sixty Gaelic tracts and half a dozen large print Gaelic testaments (along with five pairs of spectacles). The thirty-six short catechisms in English weren’t of much use to the St Kildans; nor were the exercise books, since supposedly no one could write. There were also items of haberdashery – scissors, scarves, shawls, brooches, pins, buttons, knitting and sewing needles and so on.

The visitors arrived at eleven in the morning on Saturday June 2nd. The women were in Gleann Mór with the milch cows and ewes. Rev. Reid announced that a prayer meeting would take place in an hour’s time. The men of the island staged a rock-climbing display. Next day, the visitors enquired whether people had enjoyed the breakfast tea which they had brought; the islanders were aghast at the very idea that they might have boiled water on the Sabbath.19 Morning service lasted almost four hours – long enough for Maxwell to slip outside, take a walk along the main Hirta watershed, and get back to the church before the end of the service. Religious ecstasy was still part of the experience: ‘Many of the girls were bending and twisting their bodies, and groaning piteously.’ ‘The weaker the intellect, the greater the emotion,’ commented Maxwell sardonically. The visitors were half-expecting to hear ‘the cry’ and to have to help to carry out those who were overwhelmed by their out-of-body experiences.

The islanders were in their Sunday best. They were clean and tidy; the women, who had gone barefoot the previous day, were wearing shoes and stockings. The men wore ‘short blue cloth coats, and tweed trousers of a blue and black check. Blue bonnets, red worsted neckcloths, shoes and stockings and snow white shirts. Except perhaps the last, every article had been woven, dyed and fashioned by the wearer; the only purchased piece of clothing were dress waistcoats with fancy buttons, for which one of the men said he had paid 8s 6d. Married women wore dark coloured gowns and shawls, and white caps with four rows of immense frills, with black silk kerchiefs tied behind the frills with the ends hanging down their necks.’ Their unmarried sisters looked much more ‘cheerful and picturesque’, decked out in patterned shawls or scarfs and light-coloured silk kerchiefs with gaudy borders on their heads. These two items had also been purchased from the factor, at a cost of 11s 6d, the equivalent of half a year’s rent. The factor had also had the ‘abominable taste’ to introduce ‘two or three examples of wretched second hand like pinched à la mode bonnets’, which were much admired by the girls. Maxwell, who had an eye for a pretty face, felt that young women looked much better in traditional headgear.

The visitors attended a baptism and a wedding. The baby to be baptised belonged to Ann, daughter of Finlay MacQueen, who had led the emigration to Australia. Back in 1849 Ann had married ‘one of the best looking and most intelligent men on the island’, Norman Gillies. Maxwell penned a memorable description of the scene: ‘The mother was one of nature’s beauties . . . there was a chaste delicacy and regularity about her features, which with noble dark eyes, fine hair and a soft and gentle expression and manner, elicited from all the remark that with the aid of dress and culture few more lovely women would appear in a drawing room. Her hut was a favourite resort, and many little levées were there held, but no attention paid to her seemed to turn her head, or alter the modest unassuming way in which she received her visitors, lying on a comfortable couch of straw made up in a corner of the earthen floor, with her baby in her arms, and her other children nestling round her.’

Kirsty, the baby’s big sister, who was five and a half years old, ‘read passages from the Bible with a fluency and accuracy which amazed the minister’. As an experiment in the prevention of neonatal tetanus (presumably suggested by Captain Otter or the ship’s doctor), Ann had avoided eating the oily meat of fulmars during her pregnancy and consumed quite a lot of ‘cocoa, meal and biscuit’.20 The baby was baptised Mary Jemima Otter Gillies, after the captain’s wife. M.J.O. grew up to become the wife of Finlay MacQueen, one of Hirta’s best-known and most colourful characters.

As for the wedding, the bridegroom was the ‘not very good-looking’ Callum MacKinnon from number 13. Callum was a thirty-year-old bachelor, who lived with his widowed mother. The girls had ‘sent him to Coventry’, in Maxwell’s words, because he was reputed to have fathered a child out of wedlock; he’d also been excommunicated. However, Callum managed to satisfy Rev. Reid that he’d been unjustly accused; his church privileges were restored. This left him free to marry a girl with whom he’d had a previous flirtation, Marion Gillies from number 15. The bride was ‘a very pretty young woman of about 25 [actually thirty], high features, blue eyes, fair complexion and hair’. She had the bad taste to wear one of the fashionable bonnets which Maxwell so disliked. The Duke of Atholl embraced the role of best man. He had brought some wedding presents, including a couple of scarves in the Atholl tartan; the bride’s trousseau was ‘in the latest fashion which the wardrobes of the Porcupine could supply’, and they had a proper wedding-cake.21 Callum and Marion were to have nine children. Only one survived infancy; they had to bury him too, after his death at the age of twenty.

Heavens to Betsy

That evening the visitors sailed away, having spent two and a half days on Hirta. Shortly afterwards, predictably, the islanders caught the ‘boat cold’.22 The duke took away ‘a sheep and a lamb and other articles of St Kilda produce’.23 He and the three MacDonalds had lodged at number 9 with Calum MacDonald and his wife Betsy Scott, who spoke good English, having been Neil Mackenzie’s housekeeper in her youth. The duke took a great liking to Betsy and her pretty young daughter and promised to take them into his service, along with Betsy’s son.24

Betsy came from Lochinver in Sutherland; she had arrived on Hirta as the fourteen-year-old daughter of a single mother, having been recruited as the Mackenzies’ housekeeper by Donald MacDonald the St Kilda tacksman (who was also from Lochinver).25 Betsy and Elizabeth Mackenzie spoke English together, the minister’s wife having no Gaelic. On one occasion, Betsy created something of a sensation. She asked permission to take the colourful manse hearthrug to church, to drape over her shoulders. The minister, who evidently had a sense of humour, agreed. Betsy’s choice of attire was a great success; the following day, several women asked to borrow her new shawl.26 Betsy married an islander and conceived fourteen children, losing all but two in infancy – which didn’t stop her becoming the midwife herself in due course. She was an intelligent woman with a strong personality. She got on well with visitors, and her friendship with Captain Otter attracted gossip and censure in some quarters.

Within the community, Betsy must have been a controversial figure. Her teenage experience of living at the manse probably gave her an outlook which was at variance with the islanders’ views; this may have helped her to act as an intermediary between would-be reformers and the St Kilda community. Betsy was sometimes referred to as the queen of St Kilda27 – a title perhaps used sarcastically by those who resented her strength of character and were jealous of her way with visitors. The Duke of Atholl never made good on his promise to take her into his service. Betsy was deeply disappointed; the following September, she tried to send him a reminder.28 Probably she always felt something of an outsider, in dark moments longing to leave the island on which she had fetched up as an innocent young girl.

On Sharbau’s map, created in 1860,29 Calum and Betsy’s croft, number 9, stands out from the others (Plate 22). Most crofts possessed just one walled domestic enclosure; Calum and Betsy had four. On the modern archaeological plan, Hirta’s houses never have more than one cleit immediately behind them. However, croft 9 has five, quite close to the houses; in 1860 there were already four. Added in black ink on Sharbau’s map is a ‘village barn’ and a ‘mill erected 1861’. The mill was intended to house ‘a large flour mill and dresser’, bought from a London firm of agricultural engineers and duly delivered to Hirta. In one day the machine could accomplish what would have taken a week on the old rotary querns. It was Betsy who had complained to Otter how hard it was to grind corn in the traditional way; for women, the only tougher job was turf-carrying.30

Evidently Betsy and Calum agreed to accommodate certain communal facilities on their croft, which was conveniently situated halfway along the street. The structures on croft 9 have complicated its archaeological landscape. The building in which the ‘American mill’ was to be housed, which was designed to have three large windows, was constructed early in the 1861 building programme, partly in order to develop the islanders’ skills as masons. However, it seems that the machinery was never installed – or if it was, didn’t function well. In due course the mill was replaced by two blackhouse-like structures.

A reform agenda

As the president and the secretary of the HASS sailed away, there was plenty for them to think about. Maxwell had been impressed by the apparent psychological and material well-being of the St Kilda community. He assumed that the islanders probably had quite a lot of cash stashed away. ‘They are better off,’ he wrote, ‘than many others in the same class. Their labour is light, their rent is nominal and paid chiefly in kind, they know not the tax gatherer, they are clad in the produce of their own sheep and looms far more comfortably than neighbours in the Hebrides and West Highland coast, and though their food is peculiar it is generally plentiful.’ Although there was a shortage of farinaceous and vegetable food, few poor people could afford to gratify carnivorous tastes to the same degree as the St Kildans, Maxwell noted.

However, he regarded the blackhouses – considered an improvement only twenty years previously – as ‘wretched’. Perhaps, he mused, the Kelsall fund might run to the construction of outhouses for the cattle, enlarged windows and improved ventilation. The islanders were also in need of a new sea-going boat and an improved landing-place. Maxwell had discussed port facilities and housing with Captain Otter, who felt that the houses should be more capacious, with ‘hanging chimneys’ to disperse the smoke from central hearths. The captain suggested that they might make a start on two or three houses, getting the people to help. Otter wanted the St Kildans to stop using the soot-impregnated thatch of their houses as manure and to try using puffin cadavers instead (some 80,000 per year), rather than wastefully throwing them into the sea after plucking. And they should use proper peat for heating their homes, rather than turf stripped from good pasture.31

Maxwell noted that most of the islanders’ clothes, and the material from which they were made, were produced in the home – and that they were better clothed than many of their contemporaries in north-west Scotland. The key resource, I suspect, was time. Bad weather must often have driven the Hirteach to work indoors. When they were at the loom, the spectacles provided to assist their biblical studies may have come in very useful! And talking of the Bible, Maxwell’s account suggests that they were not entirely convinced that vanity was a sin. The factor wasn’t trading in just the bare necessities; the people of Hirta were willing to pay good money for waistcoats with fancy buttons, and fashionable bonnets. As the island’s tailors, the men must have learned a thing or two from a close inspection of such imports. Much later, in 1912, ‘it was curious to see how anxious the men were in scanning the dresses worn by ladies visiting the island’.32

The people’s liking for finery was not about looking good when visitors arrived; the regular tourist trade lay in the future. They were dressing competitively, to impress each other and to display and reinforce their status in the community. The fabled gloom of the Sabbath was tempered by how good people felt wearing their best clothes. The St Kildans had been dressing up for church since at least the late eighteenth century, a custom which was seemingly more important here than elsewhere in the Hebrides.33 Divine worship had become something of a parade. One can imagine the surreptitious sideways glances risked by younger churchgoers when they unaccountably lost concentration during the long sermons. Sometimes there was plenty to marvel at; in Edwardian times one churchgoer sported ‘tweed trousers, a gay waistcoat, and a long black frock coat, surmounted by a captain’s cap’.34

Textiles: a promising future?

Clothing – or, to be more precise, the manufacture of tweed – was soon to become much more important to the island economy. In May 1842 a rather unassuming advertisement appeared in the Inverness Courier, pointing out the superior qualities of Scottish ‘plaidings’, now also called ‘tweeds’, which rivalled the English ‘Cassimers’ (cashmeres) and were half the price. The brown and heather mixtures evoked the Scottish mountains when the heather is in bloom, it was claimed.35 The advert had been placed by the redoubtable Inverness entrepreneur Donald MacDougall, whose Tartan Warehouse was located at 27 High Street. The year 1842 also saw the publication of Vestiarium Scoticum, a book which was historically largely bogus but contained copious illustrations of ‘clan tartans’, which have a long history.36 MacDougall bought a copy. In September 1842 the Marquess of Breadalbane organised a spectacular royal tour in the Highlands; for Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, it was love at first sight. Soon the Queen was ordering tartans for her family and her official piper. MacDougall was her chosen supplier;37 his increasingly smart emporium, now in larger and more comfortable rooms at 12 High Street, soon became the Royal Tartan Warehouse, offering ‘all the different shades and qualities of Scotch Tweeds for clothing, used while grouse shooting or deer stalking’. MacDougall could furnish entire shooting-boxes with bedding, mattresses and so on, and he dealt in ‘all the clan tartans’.38 When the royal couple bought Balmoral in 1848, he could hardly have been commercially better placed.

The entrepreneur was determined to get involved in Prince Albert’s pet project, the Great Exhibition of 1851, to be held in Hyde Park, London. Sponsored by the town of Elgin, he created a spectacular stand, 30ft (9m) tall, topped with a stag’s head supported by two eagles, entwined in deer grass. The Crystal Palace’s ‘Celtic oasis’ was the talk of the town. Queen Victoria inspected it minutely and expressed ‘great satisfaction’; MacDougall’s stand also impressed the Duchess of Sutherland.39 The tweed dealer was lionised in London; he was introduced to Disraeli and presented to royalty.40

MacDougall’s stand found space for ‘one very rough piece of woollen . . . stated to be from St. Kilda, the furthest from the shore of the British subsidiary isles, and to have been worked in a rude machine constructed in the island; and some mits and warm gloves were shown, which also came from that locality’.41 The exhibit was meant to illustrate not so much the quality of woven fabrics from the Highland and Islands, but rather the potential for development of the household craft of weaving in even the most remote places. MacDougall exhibited samples of hand-spun tweed, woven ‘on looms of the oldest fashion’ and coloured by natural dyes (or sometimes undyed). He had been getting outworkers to experiment with new dyes and materials, including cotton-grass; he had even persuaded someone to weave ‘a piece of grey tweed from the wool of the mountain hare’.42 As well as providing excellent camouflage for the hunter, tweed was ‘very strong, very light, warm and fleecy’, and not too easily soiled. It was ‘the beau ideal of apparel’, ‘excellent for sporting and country purposes in general as well as for deer-stalking’. One of MacDougall’s adverts43 was headed ‘PROTECT YOURSELF FROM NOVEMBER’S SURLY BLASTS’. The tweed king evidently knew his Burns.

MacDougall got his St Kilda material from the factor, Norman MacRaild,44 who lived at Colbost on Skye. It’s likely that the two men met at the Inverness Wool and Sheep Fair, or some similar gathering. At Inverness, no wool or sheep were present; a thousand farmers, dealers and merchants from all over Scotland and the north of England made bargains in the street, up to the value of about £400,000.45 By 1851 tweed from Skye was probably a marketable commodity; at any rate ‘Cheviot and Skye tweed trouserings’ were on sale in Queen Street, Glasgow, in 1855.46 On Hirta, weaving was still mostly a female occupation; in the 1851 census unmarried women and widows were usually described as weaveresses. Perhaps Factor MacRaild was inspired by MacDougall’s triumph at the Great Exhibition; by 1858 St Kilda’s exports included not only feathers, oil, mutton hams and salted mutton, but also ‘wool of divers colours’ and ‘cloth made from wool by the natives’.47

St Kildan weaving had deep roots. The Norsemen who had sailed the cold North Atlantic in longships with woollen sails were ultimately dependent on sheep husbandry and the skills of the weaver. Some years ago, a crofter on Foula (Shetland) was digging his peats when he came upon what he thought was the blonde hair of a woman, about a metre below the surface. Subsequent investigation showed that it was the thumb and part of the palm of a mitten, each composed of a different woven fabric. The palm was made of three natural colours of wool – black, moorit and white or pale grey – and it seems likely that the mitten, which has been described as colourful and ‘nubbly’, was made of re-used fabric. The material was dated by radiocarbon to around the eleventh century.48 This find is a tiny survival, representative of a rich repertoire of weaving and cloth-making in the north-east Atlantic region, where warm clothing was essential not only for the Norsemen but also for their predecessors.

In the mid nineteenth century, the St Kildans still kept primitive sheep of the type generally now known as Hebridean (alias Tanface, Dun, Dunface, Old Scottish Shortwool, or Scottish Soft-Wool).49 Their wool was black, grey, piebald and brown – and also white, which was important because it could be dyed. Using different fleece colours and natural dyes obtained from plants, the islanders could have worn clothes in varying shades of red, brown, yellow, buff, orange, grey, black and white.50 Since at least the sixteenth century, weavers had known how to introduce different-coloured stripes into their cloth, creating beautiful tartan patterns. Blues and greens were the most difficult colours to produce. The boat carrying Martin to Hirta in 1697 contained a supply of indigo, a present from the tacksman’s wife to the wife of the maor.51 The recommended mordant for indigo is urine.

After his success at the Great Exhibition, MacDougall went from strength to strength. He had a contract with P&O for gentlemen setting out for all parts of the British Empire, providing clothes neatly packed in portmanteaus specially designed to keep them uncrumpled.52 He was able to attract top-quality London tailors to Inverness. In due course, the Tartan Warehouse acquired a store in the West End of London, at 42 Sackville Street, just off Piccadilly.53 It was said that MacDougall’s distinctive figure, clad in full Highland dress, was almost as familiar in the streets of London and Paris as it was in Inverness, though when at home he ‘did not show himself in the garb of the Old Gaul’. He retired in 1862, having come a long way since his early trips to London, when he travelled on smacks which took four to six weeks to make the voyage.54

A perfect storm

In 1860 men arrived on Hirta to start the construction of new harbour works, under the supervision of Captain Otter. One of the marine surveyors, Henry Sharbau, created a beautiful coloured plan of the Village Bay settlement (Plate 22); Captain Frederick Thomas took the first ever photographs of the islanders.55 It’s a pity he didn’t photograph the landscape as well. Thomas also drew a plan of Betsy MacDonald’s house, with its internal fixtures and fittings.56 His wife, Frances (Fanny), also came to Hirta;57 she too was interested in the production and marketing of tweed. The Thomases rented a house at Rodel, where Fanny would probably have met Lady Catherine Dunmore, owner of the South Harris estate since the death of her husband in 1845. Catherine, a daughter of the Earl of Pembroke, was extremely well connected. She had sent some of the Harris weavers south to Alloa, near the Dunmores’ Scottish residence, where they could inspect the quality of machine-made fabrics and discuss ways of improving homespun cloth. In 1857 Catherine and Fanny had persuaded some of the women of Harris to start producing woollen stockings on a commercial basis. In the same year Mrs Thomas started selling tweed and stockings from her home in Leith; she continued to do so for another thirty years.

Never before had Hirta been favoured by such a concentration of visitors intent on improving the people’s welfare. The reformers did not then know how soon their hands would be forced. On the night of October 2nd a terrible storm hit the island. It was, said Duncan Kennedy, a ‘very awful tempestuous storm of which there is no remembrance in St Kilda of any equal to it’.58 Exposed in North Bay, Captain Otter’s survey ship was in great peril. When the Porcupine finally made it to Village Bay, the captain discovered that the islanders had lost their boat, the thatch off their roofs and their standing crops of barley and oats; the slate roof of the manse was also badly damaged. The loss of thatch meant that they would be short of soot-impregnated compost for next year’s crops.59 The captain was impressed to hear that the people, ignoring their own losses, had been desperately praying for his survival. Otter and Maxwell acted quickly, setting up a disaster relief fund. There was a magnificent public response; by October 19th they were able to close the appeal.60 Not that the St Kildans were idle. By the end of the month, they had re-thatched all their houses, using oat straw normally used to feed their cattle, which had survived because it was in the lee of the great central wall;61 perhaps it was common practice to build ricks in that location.

Far away in London, St Kilda’s laird was wrong-footed by Otter and Maxwell’s initiative and embarrassed by the impression of neglect conveyed by reports and letters in newspapers. It was all the more galling because he had been already planning to spend ‘a large sum for the welfare of this interesting little community’.62 After such adverse publicity, and the interest shown the previous summer by prestigious visitors – including a duke of the realm and a future admiral – Sir John Macpherson MacLeod couldn’t get away with a perfunctory response. Thirty years before, he had been away in India when a Devon landowner and an energetic minister of religion had transformed living conditions on St Kilda. Now he was back in London, his health seriously damaged, and the administrators of the Kelsall fund were threatening to show him up. From now on St Kilda’s lairds would have to get used to the HASS’s interventions in the affairs of the archipelago.

Sir John decided to press ahead with the already-formulated plan for the new cottages, paying for them himself. In providing some of the labour, the islanders were honouring an agreement made with Otter, who believed that receiving too much aid would destroy their moral fibre. The new cottages were constructed as a major component of an investment in the commercial production of textiles. One of the three MacDonalds who had visited Hirta earlier that year, Alex, the factor at Balranald in North Uist, wrote towards the end of October, agreeing with Hall Maxwell’s suggestions about improving the housing. This was Alex’s main proposal: ‘taking into consideration the large number of sheep upon the island and the quantity of wool and cloth exported they might be provided with better looms and spinning wheels. And a person sent to instruct them in the art of making better cloth. A depot to be fixed in Glasgow for the same where they wd. get full value for the produce and at the same time be provided with any necessaries they required at a cheap rate. All the wool grown on the island might be manufactured there and exported in cloth and stockings.’ If each house was provided with a small offshot bedroom at the rear, measuring 13ft by 10ft or so (3.5m–4m), there would be more space for a loom.63 He suggested tuition in the art of producing good quality cloth and the establishment of a warehouse in Glasgow. The introduction of four black-faced rams to Hirta sometime before 187164 demonstrated the estate’s commitment.

Cows were now to be banished from the islanders’ homes; in future, they would occupy byres in the former blackhouses. The new houses were modelled on ‘the best kind that small tenants have in Skye’. It’s still possible to see cottages of the St Kilda type on Skye, where they make serviceable holiday lets. By 1860 such structures had been around for some time; Dr Johnson, who visited the Hebrides in 1773, wrote about ‘huts’ (which he defined as single-storey buildings) ‘inhabited by gentlemen, which have walls cemented with mortar, glass windows, and boarded floors. Of these all have chimneys, and some chimneys have grates.’ The earliest mason-built cottages for working people would have had smaller windows than those of Hirta’s cottages.

It was proposed to start by building four new cottages in 1861 and seeing how they stood up to the winter. Fortunately, most of the cottages could be erected on the ground beside the existing blackhouses. Those who occupied crofts 12 and 13 were able to put their cottages onto croft 12A (whose last occupants had gone to Australia) and leave the layouts on their own crofts unchanged. The former gardens were truncated, turned into narrow back yards. These were pretty useless for growing plants, especially because they were now often in the shade of the cottages, but they did provide space for barrels of oil, tubs of urine and multifarious paraphernalia. Most crofters did not bother to replace or extend their old gardens; growing vegetables was a chancy business anyway.

The islanders disliked the new cottages and took a lot of persuading to move into them. They rightly suspected that their existing blackhouses, warmed by the house-cow, were much cosier than their replacements, and more waterproof too. In the new cottages, ‘the central doorway channelled draughts into both rooms of the house, these being already aired by the two gable-end chimneys for which little fuel was ever available’, commented David MacGregor much later.65 The new accommodation was ‘a very great grievance’, as ‘improved’ dwellings often were at the time.66 Presumably the workmen who helped construct the cottages also built the factor’s house,67 thus freeing the upper floor of the feather store to house more of the island’s produce.

Victorian civilisation still had progress to make. Although the island had been supplied with plenty of crockery in the 1830s, and no doubt on later occasions, families still preferred to eat communally, from two wooden vessels. An account written in 1861 describes a meal at which the larger of the two, the ‘cumman’, was filled with a gruel of oatmeal and boiled birds. There were no spoons; each diner took a drink and then fished out a bird. Afterwards, the vessel was given to the dogs to lick clean, and it might afterwards be used as the receptacle into which the cow was milked.68 House interiors at this time were a blend of the squalid and the aspirational. Visitors who arrived in August 1860, not long before the big storm, described the islanders’ homes as ‘miserable dens’. Apparently ‘birds, partly denuded of their feathers, lay on the floor, or were stuffed between the stones of the wall. Apparatus for bird-catching, and various indescribable articles, were piled together.’ However, the visitors also had ‘a vision of a clean deal dresser, with various specimens of earthenware from Staffordshire, and from Mr Bell’s pottery in Glasgow’.69

In July 1861 a party of tourists arrived on the steamer Islesman, on an excursion probably arranged to take advantage of the wave of publicity which followed the storm. The Glasgow Herald’s correspondent worried that the help provided by Captain Otter might be a threat to the islanders’ ‘manly independence of character’. The captain of the Islesman took his passengers on an early evening sail round Hirta and then landed a shooting party on Dun. Discovering that birds on the island were so numerous and unwary that ‘there was very little sport in it’, his passengers abandoned their guns and stoned many of them to death – a ‘far more exciting’ sport.70 At this time naturalists were becoming increasingly concerned about the wholesale slaughter of seabirds at locations such as Flamborough Head in Yorkshire. In 1869 the Sea Birds Preservation Act – which, for obvious reasons, exempted St Kilda from its provisions – ensured that in future such avian massacres weren’t allowed to take place until after August 1st.

The Dargavel disaster

The advent of the Kelsall fund and the reaction of the public to the great storm had shown the islanders that the outside world was concerned about their welfare. From now on, the estate would not be the only source of help in troubled times. The factor and the administrators of the Kelsall fund tried to dampen the people’s expectations, fearing that ‘charity’ would soften their moral fibre and make them less self-reliant. However, the St Kildans were soon to show their capacity for taking initiatives.

The Kelsall fund purchased a new boat for the island, which was delivered in the summer of 1861; it was a fishing boat, built by Darroch & Espie in Glasgow and christened the Dargavel. The islanders evidently decided that it might solve the recurrent problem of spring food shortages. Their harvests of barley and oats were frequently affected by bad weather, and the potato was not always a reliable crop. By March or April people were almost always short of flour, waiting for fresh supplies from the factor, wondering how far they dared borrow from their seed-corn. By the end of winter they didn’t have access to fresh meat, and their sheep were too lean to be worth killing. Spring was an anxious time; even after resupply, stocks of flour or seed-corn might prove inadequate. If the factor didn’t manage to pay a late summer visit, during which he could assess the likely quality of the upcoming harvest, it was harder for him to estimate what would be required when he returned in the spring. Throughout the region, there was dearth at various times of the year. Back in 1774 the clan chief of the MacLeods, speaking of his tenants elsewhere, wrote that ‘the grain grown on their small plots was generally all consumed before June or July when their potatoes were not ripe and they were obliged to live on milk, fish and shell-fish’.71 The enterprise represented by the Dargavel’s trip was not the first of its kind; in the early nineteenth century, there had been regular trading trips to the Long Island, ‘to dispose of that part of their wool, feathers and cheese not required for the payment of their rent’.72

In early April 1862 the new boat set off for Harris, skippered by Neil Ferguson, the fifty-five-year-old ground officer. Their chief business, he said, was to get food and try to find out how much money remained in the Kelsall fund.73 Blown off course, the crew made landfall at Hougharry, on the western tip of North Uist. The following year they tried again. On Tuesday March 31st the Dargavel set off again for the Long Island. This time, the ground officer, perhaps chastened by his recent experience, wasn’t on board. However, Betsy MacDonald was: before the boat left, she wrote Captain Otter a letter, in neat handwriting without any spelling errors (which is more than can be said for a letter written from Hougharry the previous season by Neil Ferguson). Betsy had been through a terrible winter, plagued by damp, cold and illness. The spring supply deficit was worse than ever; the people had already consumed their seed-corn, and the desperately thin sheep were dying in numbers. The Dargavel, she wrote, would attempt to make contact with Otter and try to obtain provisions.74 It’s not clear whether Betsy anticipated that she herself would be on board. The islanders weren’t expecting charity; when the boat left, it was loaded – perhaps overloaded – with trade goods. They weren’t going to wait for the arrival of the spring supply boat; probably they hoped to get better prices by pre-empting the factor’s visit. The boat carried salted fish, dried seabird carcasses, oil and boxes of feathers.

More significantly, each man brought a chest, full of ‘blankets, plaiding, kilting, trousers, jackets, shirts, stockings’75 – the products of the first winter weaving to be done in the more loom-friendly new cottages. The St Kilda literature doesn’t seem to record exactly when men took over the weaving, or when treadle looms large enough to need dismantling at the end of the weaving season were introduced. On the plan of the interior of Betsy Scott’s blackhouse – made in summer, outside the weaving season – there is a fixed upright loom in the north-west corner, with a spinning-wheel (probably a recent introduction)76 and a couple of chests ranged along the west wall. It’s tempting to suggest that the change from women using upright looms to men using looms with treadles came about in the early 1860s, with the introduction of the new cottages. If Factor MacRaild had plans for the promotion of St Kilda tweed in the wake of the Great Exhibition, the troubles around the time of the 1852 emigration to Australia must have placed them firmly on hold. But then at the end of the 1850s came the discussions following the Kelsall bequest, the arrival of visitors with improvement in mind, and the storm which finally put the wind in the sails of reform. The second voyage of the Dargavel, laden with chests of tweed, may have been the islanders’ prompt response to the recent makeover of their weaving practice.

However, it was very early in the sailing season. The Dargavel never made it to the Long Island. On April 5th, 1863, which happened to be Easter Sunday, a couple of lads on the shore of the island of Mealasta, off the west coast of North Harris, came across pieces of what they estimated to have been twelve chests, along with enough diagnostic textiles and preserved seabirds for them to identify the St Kildan origins of the flotsam.77 The Dargavel must have been heading for Tarbert; these fragments of cargo were found some 15km north of its intended course. She is said to have foundered on the Glorigs of Taransay, the cluster of small rocky islets just west of the entrance to West Loch Tarbert,78 but the Glorigs of Husinish, 10km from Mealasta, are perhaps a more likely location. Evidently the chests were buoyant enough to float to their find-spot. Much later, bodies were washed up in Broad Bay, not far from Stornoway, along with webs of cloth.79 Weather records for Stornoway Castle suggest nothing untoward about the weather – no strong winds, and pressure around 1,000 millibars. The temperature did reach freezing point during the night of April 2nd–3rd, and it would have been bitterly cold in an open boat at sea.80 What happened? My guess is that the crew, probably suffering from exposure, collided with rocks after losing their bearings in fog, or on a cloudy night (although they had sensibly set off around the time of the full moon).

This was Hirta’s second demographic setback in eleven years. The crew were mostly young men in their twenties, bachelors or recently married, with few dependants. There were two middle-aged men in the boat; one of them left three children, including a toddler. Betsy MacDonald, who must have gone along as interpreter and as a friend of Captain Otter, left two grown-up children. Two of the men had been married on July 15th, 1861, on the occasion when four couples had made their vows before a minister brought out from Skye on the Porcupine.81 On that occasion the visiting prelates had been impressed by the intellectual calibre of the islanders: ‘Nearly everyone had a Bible, and could read.’ They came across men ‘singularly intelligent in the scriptures’, whose attachment to the Free Church was ‘by no means a blind or unintelligent one’. They put a gratifying amount of money into the church collection and were also very interested in discussing a contemporary controversy, the complicated case of the minister of Cardross, whom the assembly had found guilty of drunkenness and attempting to kiss a woman, despite the fact that the local presbytery had originally found the charges not proven. The minister took action against the Free Church for libel.82

It’s tempting to think that crew of the Dargavel was selected according to the principle followed by lifeboat skippers on dangerous missions, that each family should not be asked to contribute more than one man. However, this was now such a small community that the crew would have more or less selected itself. It’s striking, though, that it included neither Donald MacQueen, who was twenty-three and unmarried, nor Donald Ferguson, who was thirty and recently married, with no surviving offspring yet. It seems that the heads of Hirta’s leading families wouldn’t risk the lives of their own sons. Despite the small number of orphans, the disaster truncated the future of more than one family and eliminated several potential husbands.

The news was brought to the Hirteach by the crews of three fishing smacks, apparently from London, who were on their way to Rockall. The people were overcome with collective grief. Some later said that the skippers mocked them, disrespectfully playing a game of improvised quoits on the beach, though another source said that they behaved decently, and that it may have been the ordinary deck-hands who misbehaved.83 Later, when the factor officially broke the news, the people were more stoical – except for one woman, not long married, who was furious with MacRaild, asking him why he hadn’t left an adequate supply of flour on the island and calling for him to be thrown into the sea. The others, however, acknowledged that during the previous autumn the factor had supplied what they had requested.84

About a cow

The St Kildans must have been still grieving when John Hall Maxwell turned up on another tour of inspection.85 This time the Duke of Atholl had to cry off on grounds of ill health; he asked the HASS secretary to procure him a ram and a ewe from the island. Maxwell invited a group of friends to accompany him, as well as Captain Otter’s pilot, John MacDonald, ‘a great character’, whose sea knowledge was inexhaustible. MacDonald was ‘acquiescent and polite’, although an autocrat when doing his job; he also liked a dram or two. Understandably, he detested the Free Church, and could discourse at length on Otter’s temperance rules. It was MacDonald’s tales which induced Maxwell and his companions to attempt an extremely tricky landing on Heisker, in order to shoot seals – ‘a very foolish expedition’ which was abandoned after a frightening experience in the ship’s boat. The proprietor of North Uist was soon to put a stop to the Uistmen’s seal-slaughtering expeditions to Heisker, on conservation grounds.86

As usual, the visitors brought supplies and gifts. Old Duncan Kennedy, catechist and citizen meteorologist, was to receive a barometer, to go with the ‘correctly adjusted sun-dial’ already set up at the manse.87 By this time St Kilda had become an official weather station, sponsored by the Scottish Meteorological Society.88 The catechist was also to receive some snuff, and there was a smart dress for Ann, his niece, who had been hired by the HASS to teach the islanders to sew.

The party arrived at Hirta on Sunday May 31st, in bad weather. Unsurprisingly, people were in church. However, attendance seemed low. The visitors found themselves completely ignored. The people, dressed – unusually – in their everyday clothes, and with babies alongside, were absorbed in worship, led by Duncan Kennedy. Soon ‘most of the women became deeply affected, a long low wail ran through the building; it would subside for a minute and again its moan would rise, the women wringing their hands, and rocking their bodies’. In a whisper, the Gaelic-speaking Captain Sinclair told them that Kennedy had been talking about the loss of the Dargavel.

It looked as if worse weather was on the way; they needed to unload the boat without delay. Maxwell succeeded in getting the church service curtailed. Realising that this would not be an easy matter, he had persuaded Captain Sinclair to impress the islanders by putting on his gold-braided uniform; he also dropped heavy hints to the catechist about ‘the excellence of the tea and sugar, tobacco and snuff and other good things’ which they had brought. However, half an hour passed, and there was no sign of a boat being launched. It turned out that there was a serious feud between the catechist and Neil Ferguson, the ground officer. The majority – or at least most of the men – had sided with Ferguson, who had taken to holding services in his own home, number 4, exercising his status as a church elder; hence the scanty attendance at church. Ferguson and his supporters wouldn’t hear of launching the boat on the Sabbath. In any case, there was no hurry; the weather was going to improve. Every argument put forward by Maxwell was met with ‘a sort of supercilious ultra-righteous concerted refusal’ – until Ferguson was forced to admit that the boat didn’t belong to him but had been donated to the community. Later there was another Sabbatarian crisis. Having landed the cargo, the people refused to move it. Bags and bundles lay on the shore in the pouring rain, until Maxwell and Captain Sinclair put the bystanders to shame by starting to move the stuff into the store themselves. Only then did the islanders offer to help.

Maxwell tried to find out more about the loss of the Dargavel. People seemed to think it significant that she had set sail on the day of their monthly thanksgiving service for the preservation of Captain Otter’s life after his narrow escape on the Porcupine in 1860. The service had been added to the religious calendar at the pious captain’s request. Perhaps the day of prayer had allayed people’s anxieties about the voyage. As for the disaster, the St Kildans had somehow convinced themselves that their boat had landed safely on Lewis, where its crew had been robbed and murdered. They said the trip had been undertaken because they were starving and desperate for meal. Maxwell didn’t believe them. Unlike people on Skye and in various other places, the islanders hadn’t been forced to eat their seed-corn the previous winter. Their crops were well advanced. And there had been plenty of preserved meat on the boat; the value of the cargo was estimated at £100. It seemed obvious to Maxwell that ‘they were trying for the first time a free trade voyage’. And they had done so, he noted, in the firm belief that the factor was taking advantage of them.

Things had changed since 1860. Getting on for three years after the great storm, work still remained to be done on the new houses. Maxwell, who was something of a romantic, didn’t like them, describing them as ‘common low country cottages’, which looked ‘hard and prim’ compared with their much more ‘picturesque’ predecessors. The Hirta community seemed much less harmonious than three years previously. Back in 1860 there hadn’t been any obvious dissension. So what was this feud about? Apparently, it began with a cow which Neil Ferguson had sold to Duncan Kennedy. The sixty-nine-year-old catechist had complained that the animal was too lean. The ground officer riposted that there had been no agreement about the cow’s weight and accused Kennedy of lying. Perhaps the dispute reminded people of the catechist’s control over the glebe beside the manse, which grew the best grass at Parson’s Bay. It covered six acres (2.4 hectares); the cultivable land on each croft was around two and a half acres (1 hectare).89

Kennedy excluded Ferguson from the next religious service. The ground officer promptly started holding separate services for his supporters. According to Maxwell, ‘Kennedy had the largest following among the women, Neil among the men, which rather looks as if the first was in the wrong.’ Kennedy had not refused to take the cow, though he had threatened to throw it into the sea. The animal had been killed, perhaps in order to end the dispute, and its salt beef was included in the cargo of the Dargavel. It had been eight or nine weeks since the loss of the boat, and the islanders normally did things together. Unless the killing of the cow was a one-off event, it should have happened in the early winter cull, when old, non-pregnant cows were slaughtered and salted down.90 If that was the case, in June 1863 the standoff had been going on for at least six or seven months. The shock and grief in the wake of the Dargavel disaster cannot have improved matters.

Although the dispute’s immediate cause had been farcically trivial, it had escalated to embrace the politics of gender and religion, not to mention relationships between families and perhaps even within them. It was normal, of course, for questions of ethics and morality to be examined and judged from a Christian standpoint. In a small island community infected with religious fanaticism, applying the lens of religion to a minor dispute could ignite a fire whose flames were hard to douse.

Maxwell wanted to look up old acquaintances, especially the lovely Ann Gillies. However, on his arrival at number 12 he encountered a tragic scene. Two weeks previously, Ann, who was thirty-four, had lost a baby boy to infantile tetanus. Worse, she had contracted tetanus herself. She lay in ‘a hovel’, which must have been one of the former blackhouses, a stone’s throw from the graveyard. She looked ‘very pale and very pretty, but with her jaws glued together’. The house was crammed with ‘all the old woman matrons of the island, making its atmosphere and temperature worse than ordinary’. It wasn’t feasible to take Ann off on the yacht. All the visitors could do by way of palliative care was to recommend a less crowded sickroom and drinking lots of tea; they left a bottle of sherry from the yacht’s copious supply of alcohol, prescribing one glass to be taken each day. Maxwell’s party left the following day, Tuesday June 2nd. The weather hadn’t improved. Ann Gillies died three days later. Her confinement was probably the first to be attended by the midwife who succeeded Betsy Scott, who had perished on the Dargavel. The change made no difference; the 1860s were the most dreadful decade for infant mortality, with a rate of 69 per cent.91

The creation of the Kelsall fund, the reforming zeal displayed by sympathetic mainlanders and the construction of modern houses all seemed to herald a brighter future. If only they had a good sea-going boat, the St Kildans might be able to circumvent the estate’s monopoly over their exports and imports. With a dedicated trust fund, they might be able to improve the landing facilities at Village Bay and mill their flour mechanically. And if they succeeded in improving the quality of St Kilda tweed, they might find their own niche in the market for fashionable outdoor clothing. The support received in the wake of the storm of September 1860 must have been highly encouraging from a reformer’s viewpoint. However, the loss of the Dargavel was a severe setback. For the time being, it probably discouraged the commercial development of St Kilda tweed, and the islanders’ aspiration to market it themselves.

We can only speculate on the consequences of the loss of Betsy Scott, at the age of forty-seven. Betsy had entered Neil Mackenzie’s household at the tender age of fourteen, the bastard child of a mainland farmer. It seems that she had imbibed something of her former employer’s reforming spirit, becoming a force for progress in her adopted community. The death at sea of this courageous, controversial woman cast a long shadow. Betsy’s daughter Ann, twenty years old when the Dargavel sank, was distraught; she never fully recovered from the trauma of her mother’s loss. In the years to come, Ann was to play a major role in unleashing the forces of disharmony.


5

In the realm of a despot

In 1865 Hirta received a new minister. The Rev. John Mackay, a fisherman’s son from Lochcarron, not far from Kyle of Lochalsh, was forty-nine and unmarried. With him came his eighteen-year-old cousin, Isabella Ross Munro, who served as his housekeeper for four years until she married Neil MacDonald, the son of Betsy Scott, when Betsy’s daughter Ann was twenty-six. Ann was probably also employed at the manse; she succeeded Isabella as the minister’s housekeeper. Ann must have seemed an obvious choice for the post, especially in the wake of her mother’s tragic death on the Dargavel. Unlike her mother, she was to remain unmarried.

It’s hard to know what Mackay was like in the early years of his ministry. One Sunday night, not long after he arrived, he had a vision of the Devil in angry mood stamping his feet and gnashing his teeth like a raging lion. With considerable presence of mind, he threw his lamp at the head of his disconcerting visitor, causing him to vanish in smoke and flame. Doubtless the islanders were impressed by the tale.1 In 1877, when the first steamship excursions started, he was described as ‘a little despot’.2 In 1885 he was portrayed as ‘ruling despotically, both as priest and king’, his word being law ‘as final as a judgement of the House of Lords, and as absolute as the decrees of any autocrat’.3 Three years later Mackay was described as ‘prophet, priest, king, policeman, judge and final arbiter’.4

By 1877 Mackay was becoming elderly and increasingly affected by pain and illness (he had liver trouble).5 Perhaps the most telling fact about him is that he never took any leave; unlike Neil Mackenzie, he didn’t feel the need to get away for a while. A few shelves of theology books, a pile of old newspapers, brief conversations with tourists – were these enough to keep him in touch with the world? One commentator felt that the minister’s ‘long residence on the lonely island has assimilated him to the people, who have pulled him down quite as much as he has lifted them up’.6 Sometimes, when visitors came, Mackay didn’t emerge from the manse; on one occasion he apparently resented the arrival of a colleague from Harris and stayed indoors ‘sulking’.7 In 1880 he refused to let a visiting man of the cloth see inside the church.8 The minister was notorious for not allowing himself to be photographed; it was something of a triumph when one photographer managed to capture an image of him while he was distracted by a pet monkey.9 On another occasion Mackay gave permission for a visiting minister to hold an English service in the church; however, when he discovered that his guest was a United Presbyterian, he was mortified and became much less generous.10

Visitors who asked the minister for news complained that ‘every fact was drawn out of him as if by a severe surgical operation’.11 In the summer of 1888 Mackay made it clear that visitors were unwelcome; ‘even a nice large cake of Golden Gem hardly mollified him one bit’.12 In 1877 a visitor reported that Mackay had ‘no light in his eye or smile on his face . . . I fear that he is a sad tyrant’. The minister’s demeanour contrasted with the friendliness of the islanders on that day, when visitors ‘had to shake hands over and over again with every soul in the island, and were patted on the back, shoulders and arms to no end’. Those thus embraced included Lord Dunmore and Alex Stewart from Ascog Hall on the Isle of Bute; they had arrived on the Ellie, Stewart’s beautiful steam yacht.13 The St Kildans rarely come across as introverted or unduly deferential.

In July 1881 Robert Smith arrived on Hirta to take the census.14 Landing early in the morning, he started kicking at the manse door. It took the minister a long time to put on his best clothes and make an appearance. ‘The minister I can see does not care for strangers going amongst [the islanders] and he tried to prevent me,’ noted Smith. ‘The old parson and I did not get on well while working together at first. He evidently expected me to take his way of everything – and was highly displeased at my making so many alterations and notes on his books. As my time was so very precious I was annoyed at his arguing the point on every trifle, and I fear I lost temper very badly with him once. After this little outburst he became the most docile being I ever dealt with. At parting with him he developed a wonderful amount of affection towards me.’

Mackay comes across as intelligent but also introverted and deeply insecure, cunning and yet also politically naïve. He was often weak and indecisive – except when he spoke with divine authority from the pulpit – in those days a two-decker, with the minister on the top deck and the precentor below.15 ‘If you go to church,’ wrote Robert MacConnell after his visit in 1886, ‘make up your mind at once to hear many unpleasant things addressed to you personally from the pulpit. It is Mr Mackay’s way of preaching.’16 Unlike Neil Mackenzie or Angus Fiddes, his successor, Mackay had no reform agenda. However, whenever a letter needed to be written on behalf of the community, he generally obliged. In 1885, at the time of the Skye rent strikes, he wrote to the laird on behalf of his flock, asking for a rent reduction on the grounds that the proportion of older men in the community had increased. His request was refused.17

When the Napier Commission, charged with reporting on the current state of crofting in the region, took evidence about conditions on St Kilda, on Saturday June 2nd, 1883, the panel questioned just three men.18 Asked about problems, the minister said: ‘Well, there will be some little things,’ and ‘I don’t know any reasonable complaints they have.’ Although he admitted that people were sometimes in dire need of a doctor, he had virtually nothing to say about infantile tetanus, claiming that it was less of a problem than when he arrived. Mackay’s testimony was feeble and complacent. It was left to Angus Gillies to make a clear statement of the community’s three principal requirements. The islanders needed a doctor, to be supplied by the government. They wanted their children to be taught English. They also needed a bigger boat to take them to Harris or Dunvegan. Unlike the minister, Angus had grasped the political opportunity presented by the Napier Commission.

The Commission was told that Mackay had written to the factor the previous July, warning him that the harvest was not going to be good and reminding him of the need for resupply the following spring. In April the St Kildans had taken matters into their own hands, sending a courageous crew all the way to Dunvegan to carry the same message. Their boat was too small to bring back any supplies. The boat sent by John Sands in 1876 having been lost in a storm, and the one sent by the HASS being too small, they used one donated sixteen years previously. As Angus Gillies pointed out to the commissioners, few people in the Western Isles would have taken such a risk.

Sometimes Mackay’s sermons were concerned with current affairs, such as ‘the Irish question’ (he felt that Gladstone’s approach was very wrong).19 The minister evidently didn’t seriously attempt to challenge the people’s distrust of science-based medicine. Like many of their contemporaries, the St Kildans explained sickness and accidents in terms of the will of God (or Satan). They once threw away ‘a really fine present of surgical appliances’, without any objection from the minister.20 When fifteen-year-old Annie Gillies ‘went over the rocks’ in the summer of 1887, she lapsed into unconsciousness, having evidently suffered head injuries. Three days later, a couple of visiting medical students offered assistance – which the islanders refused, despite Mackay’s view that their attitude was absurd.21 A more assertive minister would surely have insisted on acceptance of the offer. However, as Connell put it: ‘Mr Mackay is not the sort of man to rise above the superstitions and prejudices of the people.’22 Fortunately, Annie survived.

In the 1880s there was a more serious test of the minister’s authority. The laird’s sister, Emily MacLeod, had paid for the elderly Mrs Ann MacKinlay to reside on Hirta as a nurse (Plate 6). According to the laird, she ‘succeeded after great fighting with the customs and prejudices of the people in saving with one or two exceptions all the children born while she was there’.23 (As Bill Lawson’s genealogical research shows, however, this wasn’t true.) Emily MacLeod was told by an elderly islander that if it was God’s will that the babies should die, nothing could be done to save them.24 Her plan to send a couple of young women for midwifery training came to nothing.25

According to the laird, Nurse MacKinlay was subjected to ‘many unpleasantnesses’. Her successor, Mrs Urquhart, was accompanied by her verbose cockatoo26 – which presumably provided a squawk on the wild side. She was a strong-willed character; she too was given a hard time and left after a year. In due course, Emily MacLeod admitted defeat and suggested that the islanders, being ‘in comfortable circumstances’, should appoint a nurse themselves and pay her salary.27 A problem for any incoming nurse may have been the fact that the community’s midwife was Rachel Ferguson, wife of Donald, the maor; Donald was a force to be reckoned with and would have resisted any challenge to his family’s authority. It’s also likely that the minister’s housekeeper was not entirely delighted by the arrival of an assertive senior female. Mackay was evidently unable to protect incoming nurses from the hostility of the islanders. A more progressive and proactive minister would surely have been able to convince his flock of the benefits of scientific medicine.

By the early 1870s Ann MacDonald, Mackay’s housekeeper, then thirty or so, had become a controlling figure at the manse and a menacing presence on the island. In her pursuit of grudges, feuds and vendettas, she made good use of the church’s doctrines and procedures. Her weak-willed employer, from time to time debilitated by illness, became her accomplice in the attribution of blame and shame. When it came to rooting out sin and error, the housekeeper and the minister proved a formidable double act. Their prurience must at times have become obsessive. The housekeeper’s ill-will tended to be directed in the first instance towards other women. Women were more exposed than men to gossip and slander, to public accusations and condemnations, direct or veiled. The men, however, were hardly blameless and could scarcely avoid becoming involved in imbroglios.

Four years before Mackay’s arrival, the eighteen-year-old Ann, with her ‘long fair hair, large blue eyes, and soft feminine features’ had been ‘the belle of St Kilda’,28 though it has to be said that in a photograph taken the previous year she doesn’t look like a blonde bombshell.29 So what went wrong? Was she disappointed in love? Was she deeply disturbed by her mother’s desertion of her father?30 She was certainly devastated by Betsy’s loss on the Dargavel, which happened when she was twenty. According to John Sands, who visited Hirta twelve years after that event, Ann’s ‘continual lamentations for her mother would have driven the strongest-minded distracted’.31 Did the islanders baulk at marrying one of their sons to so troubled a woman, the daughter of a controversial outsider? Was Ann’s outlook changed by four years at the manse, when she was subordinate to the minister’s assertive young niece Isabella – who went on to marry her brother Neil and rule the roost in her old home? The English-speaking Isabella became a great favourite with tourists; it was she who told them what was expected in terms of ‘gratuities’.32 Isabella had thus usurped the role of Ann’s mother.33

Tweed: towards a commercial future

In 1871 Sir John Macpherson MacLeod sold St Kilda to the clan chief, Norman MacLeod, for £3,000. The property thus reverted to the main branch of the family. Vendor and purchaser lived in fine London houses – Sir John just off Park Lane, Norman at Phillimore Gardens in South Kensington. In his youth, Norman MacLeod, following a family financial crisis, had been obliged to take a civil service job in London. The vendor was probably glad to be rid of the property; the adverse publicity following the 1860 storm had shown how quickly it could become a political hot potato.

The new owner of St Kilda was nearing retirement. In his late thirties, over-spending on embellishments to Dunvegan Castle and measures taken to alleviate the effects of the potato famine had brought him to near-bankruptcy. The family’s ancient stronghold had been taken over by trustees representing the family’s creditors. Norman, whose wife Louisa came from rich, aristocratic Bedfordshire stock, had moved to London with his young family. He soon found a worthwhile civil service role in the administration of Prince Albert’s new and exciting project, the South Kensington Museum. His energetic sister Emily remained at Dunvegan, living at Kilchoan Cottage.34

The factor who had been in post for thirty-one years, Norman MacRaild, had taken steps to encourage the islanders to produce tweed commercially. The new owner appointed John Tolmie Mackenzie, who was in his early forties, to assist him (Plate 6). On March 11th, 1873, Mackenzie signed off the 1872–3 accounts; on April 5th MacRaild was sacked, informed by letter that the St Kildans didn’t like him. MacRaild may not have been too popular in his home area either. As factor of Colbost and Skinidin, just across the water from Dunvegan, he had appropriated a couple of islands in the sea loch which were normally used by the tenants of Skinidin. He kept them as a holding ground for ‘wild’ St Kilda cattle, presumably while waiting to sell them on. MacRaild hung onto these islands long after he had no use for them; in the early 1880s the local crofters went to a lot of trouble trying to get them back.35

The dismissal of the ageing MacRaild was a good move; the new factor brought fresh energy to the commercial weaving project. In 1872–3, at the beginning of Mackenzie’s reign, the estate sold only £8 6s 10d worth of St Kilda tweed – 58 yards of it, to eleven customers, at 2s 6d per yard. The islanders’ cheese (£13) was worth more to the estate than the fruit of their looms; their fulmar oil (£68) was worth much more.36 At £22, their blanket fabric realised more than tweed.37 When George Seton visited Hirta in 1877, however, each family was producing between 12 and 80 yards of tweed and blanketing.38 Mackenzie was now spending three times as much on buying it from the islanders than he had at the time of his appointment, and was selling it for a profit of 80 per cent. By 1883 he was spending over 10 times as much on buying St Kilda tweed as he had in 1874; the estate made 61 per cent on it, about the average figure for its profit from this fabric throughout the 1880s.39 When Sands spent the winter on Hirta in 1876–7, he noted that towards the end of the year both men and women were working on textile production from dawn until an hour or two after midnight.40 It’s likely that sales were given a boost in the spring of 1877 by his campaign for better conditions and by the increase in visitor numbers following the start-up of steamer excursions a couple of months later. In 1882 a visitor described the cloth as ‘capitally woven and good-looking’.41 Mackenzie took the view that with ‘good management’ of sheep, ‘a much greater improvement might take place’.42

Collaboration with the Fergusons must have been crucial. Back in the late 1840s, each family owned an average of eight sheep,43 which implies that they were kept simply to provide wool and meat for the household – and also that Hirta’s pasture was under-exploited in those days. In 1877, however, it was noted that the size of family sheep flocks ranged from eleven to 150.44

Travelling around in his boat, the 60–70-ton Robert Hadden, Mackenzie developed the market for St Kilda tweed. As postmaster and harbourmaster at Dunvegan, he was better placed than MacRaild for keeping his ear to the ground and developing personal connections, tapping into the marketing network for tweed. As early as 1878 St Kilda tweed was exhibited at the huge Exposition Universelle in Paris, shown by H.G. Porter & Co, of Strabane, County Tyrone.45 Newspaper advertisements tell the story. By 1879 you could buy the new tweed in Dublin;46 in 1881 there were at least two outlets in Glasgow.47 In the mid 1880s the fabric was for sale in at least two shops in Inverness and also in Galashiels, where the retailer had bought 1,085 yards of it at a massively discounted price, and was able to offer 12 yards for 5s 6d.48 In 1891 St Kilda tweed was available on Sauchiehall Street.49 One could buy it in Dumfries, Annan and Inverness.50 In England, purchases could be made in places like Morpeth, Carlisle, Preston, Oswestry and Great Yarmouth.51 Some had begun to recognise the ‘superior quality’ of St Kilda tweed.52 In the summer of 1890 the fabric was on display at the Edinburgh International Exhibition.53

John Tolmie Mackenzie – who usually came to Hirta accompanied by his assistant, Sandy Campbell (whose bagpipes seriously got on the islanders’ nerves)54 – had developed an important new income stream for the estate. His success was based on a near-monopoly of the trade, although some tweed was sold directly to tourists, who paid higher prices than the factor. In the early 1880s they were getting 3s per yard from visitors.55 In 1877 the factor was paying the weavers 2s 3d, 2s 4d and 2s 6d for tweed and blankets, the variation implying that he paid more for higher quality.56

In terms of the island’s economy, promotion of tweed was a positive move. In the late nineteenth century, the climate was making harvesting crops as problematic as ever, if not more so. Specialising in sheep husbandry and textile production made increasing sense. Not that it was easy. In bad winters, numbers could plummet. Sheep not chased over the cliffs by ill-disciplined dogs could be blown into the sea by Atlantic gales. And the re-orientation of St Kilda’s economy was something of a Faustian bargain. Commercial weaving committed the men to long hours of hard, disciplined work for three months of the year; women had to work hard too, mostly in preparing wool for the loom. Theirs was not simply a mechanical task. The properties of wool as it comes off sheep will vary; good judgement is needed to select the right material to produce a particular yarn.

Sandstorm

Soon after Norman MacLeod bought St Kilda, there was a fresh bout of bad publicity. This one was instigated by John Sands, freelance writer and journalist, poet and artist, and a political radical like his father and grandfather. Sands arrived on Hirta in 1875 and stayed for seven weeks. He played the flute and the bagpipes, did some sketching and tried to improve his Gaelic. He got on well with the Hirteach. At the age of nearly fifty, he enjoyed being visited by the young women, who came to see him in a group, smiling shyly, bringing him presents. He obtained a suit of St Kilda tweed and wore it on his way home on the train journey from Gourock to Glasgow, affronting the sensitive noses of the ladies in his compartment.57 On his return, he wrote a book about his experiences and got it published within a few weeks. Sands also raised funds to purchase a new boat for the islanders. The following year, in June 1876, he took it out to St Kilda; it was intended to enable the Hirteach to trade independently of the factor. The laird responded to this development by sending off two letters, one threatening to let the island to a middleman (‘of whose tender mercies the St Kildans have had some experience’), the other dictating conditions for using the new boat. ‘It was evident from the tenor of both [letters] that he was determined to hold on to his monopoly,’ wrote Sands.

The factor demanded that all the men sign a document committing them to trade with him in the normal way, if they wished him to turn up with supplies at the end of the summer. He challenged them to go ahead and trade on the open market, promising to match any higher prices they were offered; if they did, however, ‘they must carry on the whole trade or none’.58 The minister sat on the fence, persuading the islanders to sign the factor’s document whilst also insisting on the insertion of a clause permitting free trade. Sands was furious: his hard work in collecting money for the boat had been wasted ‘due to the uncalled for interference of this reverend gentleman’.59 The Dargavel disaster must have cast a baleful shadow over these discussions. The new boat was four feet shorter than the Dargavel; the laird’s sister described it as ‘useless’.60

The MacLeod of MacLeod had a succinct explanation of the issue. A large rowing boat was of no use for undertaking overseas trade; if it had been, he claimed, he would have supplied one. What was needed was a decked vessel of 50 or 60 tons – ‘but a vessel of that size could not be hauled up on land, and the bay is much too exposed to permit of any vessel being kept there at anchor’. ‘Although my dealing for them is really far more to their advantage than if they dealt for themselves, and reduces the very low rent they pay to a lower figure still, they probably do not think so,’ he wrote.61 The laird had no intention of upgrading Hirta’s port facilities; in the 1880s he was to pour cold water on proposals for doing so, including a plan suggested by his own factor.62 Such a scheme would have cost several hundred pounds; MacLeod’s annual income from his extensive estate was around £8,500.63 The laird’s refusal to countenance a public subscription effectively meant that he was refusing permission for the proposed works. He was unwilling to encourage any development which would threaten his trade monopoly.

At the end of the summer of 1876, the factor’s supply boat didn’t arrive; the estate later blamed the weather. In fact, autumn brought many beautiful days; the St Kildans saw no reason for the factor not to turn up as usual.64 Not sending the boat was probably a political ploy designed to remind the islanders of their dependency on the estate. The factor must have feared that free trade would threaten Dunvegan’s profits – not least from export of tweed, which was beginning to look as if it might have a serious future. In any event, Sands had no choice but to prolong his stay. Eventually, in order to draw attention to his plight, he re-invented something devised in the previous century by Lady Grange – the now famous ‘St Kilda mailboat’, a miniature wooden boat provided with a float and a watertight message compartment. Fifty years later, it was said that ‘the sea is St Kilda’s postman and the whole Atlantic is the pillar box’.65 During the starvecrow months of January and February, Sands spent a good deal of time with the islanders, discussing their problems. The people appointed him fir ionad – their ambassador to the world. They gave him a petition written by the minister and ‘signed by as many of the inhabitants as had not forgotten how to write their names’, asking specifically for a mail steamer twice a year and for improvements in their conditions.66 Sands managed to get Mr Gladstone to present it to the House of Commons in July 1880, not long after he won an election and became prime minister for the second time.67

On January 17th, 1877, an Austrian ship, the Peti Dabrovacki, was wrecked on St Kilda. The St Kildans treated her captain and crew with great kindness. In late February, in response to one of his mailboat messages, Sands was picked up by hms Jackal. A year later, in a letter to the Scotsman, he complained vociferously about being charged by the Admiralty for bed and board on the ship. He had been, he wrote, ‘a prisoner on a British island that Government had treated like a little bastard it was ashamed to acknowledge’. St Kilda, he claimed, was the victim of an ‘absentee-paternal, trade-monopolising, keep-them-in-the-dark system of management’.68 When he got to Edinburgh, in late February, he immediately started a press campaign against the system of managing St Kilda. Supportive letters poured in from all over the country. At this point Sands was told of the existence of the Kelsall fund. He discovered that Fletcher Menzies, secretary of the HASS, had concealed its existence from the islanders, in the belief that ‘they might have depended upon it and been spoiled’.69 St Kilda’s factors had evidently colluded with Menzies; thus, the people of Hirta believed that it was the estate to which they were indebted for recent gifts of a boat and a bull. No wonder that when they talked to visitors, they praised the laird’s benevolence.

On Monday March 5th a public meeting was held at the Institution Rooms in St Andrew Square, Edinburgh. Sands, invited at the eleventh hour, was unable to attend; a letter from him was read out. His case was put by Fletcher Menzies, who argued that free trade (or rather its absence) was the main issue; he felt that the island should be served by four steamer trips every year. The opposition was led by Dr John Ferguson, of St Peter’s Place, physician and surgeon, who raised laughter by asking sarcastically whether the islanders needed lozenges to season their muffins; it was then pointed out that ‘sweeties’ were an antidote to their very salty diet. The meeting accepted the existence of ‘destitution’ on St Kilda and voted to make further enquiries about funds, to press the Board of Trade for a lighthouse, and to ask for a regular postal service.70

Sands pointed out that the Dunvegan estate was trading in kind, valuations of St Kilda’s imports and exports being largely determined by the factor – which if not technically illegal was certainly in breach of the spirit of the Truck Act of 1831. Fletcher Menzies agreed that free trade was desirable; he ‘had not the least doubt a system of usury was going on which was disgraceful’. Salt, which cost between £1 and £1 6s on the Long Island, was sold for £3 a ton at St Kilda; sweets normally costing between 1s and 1s 6d per pound were sold for 3 or 4 shillings. Dr Ferguson claimed that the whole thing was ‘a got-up story’. However, the meeting resolved to set up a charitable fund and a committee.71

During the next couple of days, Sands wrote to the Scotsman, quoting the factor’s valuations of St Kildan imports and exports. I have done some calculations myself, based on estate papers, and concluded that the mark-up on goods ‘sold’ to the islanders at the time averaged 16.4 per cent, whilst the average profit made on goods ‘bought’ from them was 51.2 per cent.72 ‘One of the most respectable clothiers in Edinburgh’ told Sands that ‘he would willingly give 1s more per English yard [of 36in] for it than MacLeod of MacLeod gave for the Scottish ell [of 47–48in].73 In a letter to the Scotsman published on March 9th, Sands noted the laird’s objection to the establishment of a mail service for St Kilda. ‘He wants to keep them chained to that rock that his factor may feed upon their entrails,’ he declared, in a scholarly reference to Zeus’s punishment of Prometheus.

On March 10th Norman MacLeod’s reply appeared in the Scotsman. Writing from 33 Cadogan Square, in Belgravia, the laird claimed that ‘the St Kilda islanders are very comfortably off, more so than any of their class anywhere’. ‘The few articles required by the people are supplied at a moderate advance on the cost-price to meet the cost of carriage, and a fair price is allowed for the produce, which is sold sometimes at a loss and sometimes at a profit, as the market rises or falls,’ he wrote disingenuously. ‘To talk of trading there is absurd. I send a small vessel twice a year, but her cargo either way is quite insignificant.’ MacLeod was playing the time-worn noblesse oblige card; he deprecated outside interference. His posture was a mixture of bluster, obfuscation, hauteur and seemingly reasonable argument.

A week later, MacLeod’s sister Emily wrote a long letter to Fletcher Menzies.74 In his diatribe, she said, Sands hadn’t taken transport costs into account (although Emily herself thought these should be subsidised by the estate). ‘The people do not pay anything like the full cost of carriage, for my brother has to pay a large sum to a ship for every trip,’ she wrote. The factor said he must act on commercial principles. The islanders couldn’t possibly have been actually starving. They were known to be a good deal better off than their counterparts in Skye. The St Kildans had been rather successful at persuading visiting yachtsmen to buy them new boats. She was sorry that the factor’s second trip had been aborted owing to bad weather, thus depriving the people of ‘their little luxuries’. ‘My brother gets just 1 per cent on his £3,000,’ she claimed. This simply wasn’t true; the Dunvegan accounts show that over the previous four years the return was 5.46 per cent.

Emily spent the second half of her letter impugning Sands’s character. Apparently, he had spent a night drinking with ‘a common sailor’; if reports were true, his conduct towards the girls during his first visit had been ‘highly objectionable’ and must have besmirched their reputations. ‘It is very hard,’ she said, ‘that such a man should be turned loose among a primitive people who imagine he is a gentleman.’ She claimed that the minister had remonstrated with Sands over his behaviour; the bad feeling between the two men had divided opinion on the island, the majority siding with the minister. Sands’s relationship with Mackay had certainly deteriorated; he published a savage caricature of the minister in a newspaper, showing him sporting a top hat and a malevolent expression. Later, in the second edition of Out of the world, he described Mackay as ‘a well-meaning but feeble-minded, irresolute yet domineering fanatic’, led by the nose by his housekeeper.75 Emily begged to disagree; the minister, although ‘a little narrow-minded perhaps’, had been a ‘great benefactor’ to the islanders. However, in another letter written a few weeks later,76 she quoted one of them as saying: ‘Our minister is too old and stupid now – we want a cleverer man to speak for us – we would get much more if he was smart in speaking.’

Arguments went back and forth. Clearly, the immediate need was for resupply. After misunderstandings and failures of communication, involving the factor at Dunvegan, the laird in London, Fletcher Menzies, the Admiralty and Sands himself, as well as the unwelcome intervention of bad weather, the factor’s smack set sail on March 21st. Getting through at her third attempt, she returned a month later.77 On May 12th the gunboat Flirt arrived with further supplies paid for by the HASS and the Austrian government (to thank the islanders for their kindness to the crew of the Peti Dabrovacki).

Sands could be very provocative. In one of his letters to the Scotsman, he exclaimed: ‘One would think I was talking of Africa and gorillas, instead of a British Isle inhabited by Scotchmen, who pay taxes and attend the Free Church.’78 At the end of his book he quoted Burns: ‘facts are chiels which winna ding’79 – the facts were undeniable. Like many who fight for justice, Sands had to face character assassination as well as out-of-hand dismissals of his argument. Commentators still write as if he is a suspect witness. He is charged with exaggeration; yet these charges are themselves exaggerated. If he had moderated his language, would his campaign have got off the ground? His opponents pointed out that the St Kildans weren’t literally starving. However, as Menzies pointed out, Sands hadn’t claimed that they were, only that they had no seed-corn and had eaten most of their breadstuffs.80

In April 1877 a newspaper poet, ‘Uncle Peter’, published an epic poem celebrating Sands’s intervention. I find myself wondering whether ‘Uncle Peter’ was a pseudonym for the master of doggerel, William MacGonagall, who is said to have started his celebrated career in June of the same year. The ‘poem’ is worth quoting in full:


There’s an isle amid the ocean now a cause of great commotion

’Mong the dwellers on the mainland – lone St Kilda, far away,

Whose sons, long, long, neglected, shall henceforth be protected;

We must help our lonely brothers mid the wild Atlantic’s spray.

We’ll abandon mock sensations, public meetings, stump oblations,

Put our shoulders to the wheel at once – auld Scotland’s name maintain;

Let us send a grand oblation something worthy of the nation:

They’ll get plenty ‘meal an’ tatties’ when MacLeod sails again.

Her sons, though simple islanders, are brave and hearty Highlanders,

Innured to all the dangers that beset their lonely isle;

Her daughters are all courteous, attractive fair and virtuous,

Whose finely-fashioned features wear a fascinating smile.

When Sands and sailors seven on St Kilda’s rocks were driven

They received a warm welcome ne’er by them to be forgot,

They were fed on fowls and mutton till their waistcoats wouldn’t button,

Though the natives were half-starving on the isolated spot.

They have taught us all a lesson, and are worthy of a blessing,

Those interesting islanders on lone St Kilda’s steep,

And I’m sure we all are willing, were it only with a shilling,

To subscribe and aid our brothers fare across the briny deep.

Then fill up bumper glasses to St Kilda’s lads and lasses,

Let our voices from the mainland waft across the stormy main;

Let them know they’re not forgotten, that our vows shall ne’r be broken:

We’re sending choice provisions now that spring has come again.81



Over the next fifty years or so, in late springtime, the starvation drama was played out intermittently, right up to April 1930, just before Hirta was evacuated. The alarm would be sounded, funds raised and a relief vessel sent (often by the Royal Navy). In due course it would be reported that things were not so bad after all, that the most serious problem was a dearth of seed-corn because of a ruined harvest and/or because the islanders had had to eat it. The main difficulty was the brevity and timing of the sailing season. When the factor left the island in late August, it was impossible for him to foresee the quality of the harvest; a September storm might do a great deal of damage. In the late summer of 1906, the laird apparently sent 196 bolls (around 12.5 tonnes) of meal and flour to the St Kildans, or over 1lb (0.45kg) for every man, woman and child, ‘beside large assignments of tea, sugar and other groceries’.

In 1882 a man from Harris turned up at St Kilda and bought up ‘all’ the cattle (mostly just that year’s calf crop?), paying a larger advance than the factor had paid the previous year, but allegedly less than the current market price, which, it was claimed, would have been reflected in the factor’s advance if he hadn’t been forestalled by the intruder. The factor must have been unsure how best to deal with challenges to the estate’s monopoly and wary of the risk of adverse publicity if he played hardball with the island community. He persuaded the laird to write to the minister, asking him to remind his congregation that it was their Christian duty to stick to any compact to which they had agreed. He also sent an open letter to the islanders. He wouldn’t tolerate any breach of his monopoly; if they wanted to sell their produce to others, it must be all or nothing. Not all of their products, he reminded them, were as easy to sell as cattle. The St Kildans had overlooked the laird’s ‘kindness’; if he didn’t take an interest in them, nobody else would. They were free to abandon existing arrangements. However, if they did, the ground officer (who received an annual fee) would become redundant, and they would have to pay rent for the feather store. ‘Let me hear what you decide,’ he wrote,’ that I may know whether to send to you next spring or not.’82 Such threats evidently had the desired effect.

The dividend of tourism: a continuing debate

Sands’s intervention was undoubtedly helpful. As a mode of communication, the re-invented mailboat caught on, becoming increasingly useful as literacy spread among the islanders. Within a few weeks, his demands for a steamship service bore fruit. Martin Orme, a Glasgow ship-owner, spotted a commercial opportunity. In May 1877 he advertised an excursion to St Kilda, scheduled for June 27th, on the Dunara Castle, a steamship launched only two years previously. The sort of people who went on the trip sound rather like members of a Caledonian edition of a 1930s country-house weekend. They included ‘the celebrated physician, a great traveller’; the ‘portly’ provost; ‘the large landed proprietor, owning a huge district of Skye’, with sporting and natural history interests; the naval officer; the rising artist; the ‘merry medicus’ from the banks of the Clyde; the man of business; the prosperous sheep farmer from Tiree; ‘the erratic doctor from Skye’ with a great facility for imbibing whisky and water; ‘the energetic and erudite town clerk of a town not a hundred miles from Glasgow’; ‘two kilted highlandmen whose names are not unknown’ (to students of history); ‘he of the Heraldic Office who stands head and shoulders above us all’; ‘three ladies, one an Englishwoman’ (‘a first-rate traveller’); and two ‘dark-eyed maidens of Skye’.83

The involvement of such upright citizens would keep St Kilda in the newspapers for decades to come. Soon there would be naturalists, agricultural scientists, photographers, people on fact-finding missions, government officials, politicians and journalists. They could now get to St Kilda without too much difficulty and, if necessary, arrange accommodation, returning on a later boat. In 1884, for instance, a gentleman from the Ornithological Society of London stayed for some time, getting together ‘a very valuable collection of different species of birds and birds’ eggs’.84 In 1886 the blown eggs of guillemot, razorbill, puffin, eider duck and gannet, sold at 1s a dozen, were wrapped in large neckerchiefs and handled with care as they were rowed out to the steamer.85

The St Kildans soon took advantage of all possible commercial opportunities. By 1879 they were charging 5s to sit for those who wanted to sketch them.86 By 1881 the ritual of climbing Conachair and placing one’s visiting card in a cairn on the summit had become firmly established.87 In 1879 a visitor obtained the bodies of two fulmars from a collection variously shot from a boat and lassoed by St Kildan fowlers. He presented them to Paisley Museum, where they were stuffed by the curator.88 By 1882 a few of the islanders had evidently acquired taxidermy skills, so that visitors were able to purchase stuffed birds.89

Inspired by Darwin, contemporary naturalists were especially interested in the evolutionary history of islands. By the mid 1880s they had noticed the distinctiveness of the St Kilda wren, the St Kilda field-mouse and the St Kilda house-mouse. At first some were inclined to regard these as separate species, although in due course they were classified as sub-species or ‘island races’.90 Skins and eggs of the St Kilda wren and the rare Leach’s fork-tailed petrel became collectors’ items. Then as now, birders would go to extraordinary lengths to achieve their goals. In 1928 a naturalist from Lancashire came to Hirta with the objective of obtaining an egg of the fork-tailed petrel. It took four days to locate a nest; one of the islanders was then lowered 60ft (around 20m) down a cliff and managed to procure just one egg. The St Kilda wren was targeted so successfully that by 1903 ornithologists feared that the bird might become extinct. For obvious reasons, St Kilda had been exempted from earlier legal protection for birds, such as the Sea Birds Preservation Act of 1869. The wren issue was addressed by the Wild Birds Protection (St Kilda) Amendment Bill, presented to the House of Commons in 1904.

One passenger on the first steamer trip was Major James Colquhoun, who made several visits over the next twenty or thirty years. He must have met Emily MacLeod, who spent a fortnight on the island, arriving on Lord MacDonald’s yacht91 and using the Dunara Castle to return. Emily spoke a fluent and mellifluous Gaelic.92 She was well organised and brisk with the islanders. Prudently bringing her own bed, crockery and cooking utensils, as well as medical supplies, she got a small army of young girls to clean the place where she was to stay, appointing one of them as her servant (though for reasons of hygiene she decided to do her own washing-up). A baby girl had just been born at number 10 and was in a bad way. The house was full of neighbours, crowded into a small, stuffy room; the baby was being fed with milk and port. Emily took charge, sending the intruders packing and sensibly persuading the mother to nurse the baby herself. The little girl’s condition started to improve. (She lived to be admired for her beauty, eventually becoming the wife of Neil Ferguson, the ground officer.)

Another passenger on that first trip was George Seton, an Edinburgh lawyer with old-school views. He had probably been to St Kilda before; in 1865 he had delivered a public lecture on the place, illustrated by Frederick Thomas’s plans and photographs.93 After his 1877 trip, Seton quickly wrote and published a book. It was well researched and full of interesting information; he evidently had been given access to the Dunvegan archives. Having collected statistics about infantile tetanus, he wrote an intelligent forensic account of its likely causes, mentioning the mismanagement of the umbilical cord and the insanitary conditions. He didn’t approve of Sands. ‘Never,’ he claimed, ‘was public agitation more delusive and mischievous than that based upon the fictitious oppression and misery of the poor islanders of St Kilda.’ Seton regretted the ‘commercial spirit of the age’ and the passing of the feudal system, and he was pleased that St Kilda had recently returned to the ownership of the clan chief. ‘The prestige of birth,’ he wrote, ‘when accompanied by honourable conduct and personal worth, can still accomplish some things that mere wealth signally fails to achieve.’94 His book, St Kilda, appeared in 1878 – the same year as the second, more trenchant edition of Sands’s Out of the world.

During the 1870s the poverty and hardships of the people of north-west Scotland were plain to see. The agricultural and economic ‘improvements’ which had increased the value of estates to their owners had often been carried out at the expense of the interests and living standards of local people. Reform was long overdue. In 1877 the first rent strike on the Kilmuir estate (on Skye) commenced, in response to a 60 per cent rent rise. At a public meeting, the MP for Inverness Burghs was urged to press for a commission of enquiry into ‘the scarcity of men and women in the Highlands’ and their impoverished condition.95 In the same year, the Personal Rights and Self-Help Association was founded, as the landowners’ political lobby; it was one of two organisations which merged in 1882 to become the Liberty and Property Defence League. In the decade that followed, Skye became the epicentre of the crofters’ fight for justice. In November 1884 gunboats carrying 350 marines were reluctantly despatched by Gladstone’s Home Secretary to the north-west coast of the island, remaining in the area for several months.

With the onset of steamer trips, social and economic conditions on St Kilda were exposed to the regular scrutiny of those in a position to campaign for reform – which is more than can be said for many parts of Scotland at the time. Conservatives like Seton felt that noblesse oblige should be enough to ensure the social welfare of rural communities. Some commentators were aware that working class living conditions in the industrial cities of central Scotland – and indeed in other parts of the Hebrides – were a good deal worse than those on St Kilda. As late as 1926 a journalist noted that ‘hundreds of children die unnecessarily in the slums of Glasgow and their deaths pass almost unnoticed’. The St Kildans, he claimed, got a bare living, but they got it easily.96 Some argued that too much fuss was being made about one small island; surely charitable and philanthropic efforts would be better expended on more pressing cases elsewhere? Quite a few visitors, disappointed not to encounter noble savages, felt that the islanders had become too preoccupied with exploiting the tourist trade. From a Christian perspective, some felt shown up by their piety. They also found the atmosphere on Sundays oppressive, wondering if they dared shave, ask for a cup of tea, take a photograph, or even go for a walk.

Infantile tetanus

When John Sands arrived at An t‘Ob (Leverburgh) on Harris in June 1876, he found two St Kilda women waiting for a boat to take them home. They had gone to Harris to have their babies in a better environment.97 Mary MacDonald’s baby, Donald, was six months old; his mother had probably been away for the best part of a year. Little Donald had been delivered in the home of Donald MacKinnon, a St Kildan emigré (and vet) whose daughter was a midwife on Harris. Four MacKinnons had had their babies there in recent years.98 Unfortunately, the pioneering trip of Mary MacDonald and Marion MacQueen (who lost her baby after twelve days) was not the start of a sustained attempt by St Kilda’s women to gain access to better midwifery. The midwife on Hirta was Mary MacKinnon, the vet’s younger sister; there was evidently a family interest in obstetrics. Mary had had seven children of her own, losing only the firstborn in infancy, but there’s no evidence that she was a success as a midwife.

In the 1860s there were twenty-one recorded deaths in infancy; in the 1870s and 1880s the figures were sixteen and fifteen respectively. On croft 13, Malcolm MacKinnon and his wife, Marion, lost eight of their first nine babies between 1861 and 1874. On croft 6, Angus and Annie Gillies lost seven out of eight between 1868 and 1883; Donald Ferguson next door, the ground officer’s eldest son, lost six out of seven between 1862 and 1871. Donald MacQueen, at number 10, sired eighteen children with three wives, and lost ten of them.

Given St Kilda’s public profile, it seems surprising that no doctor got to grips with the problem before the early 1890s. In 1876 a doctor wrote a piece for The Spectator, summarised in the John O’Groat Journal,99 saying that infantile tetanus was remediable ‘by simple hygienic means’. In 1873 the St Kildans were vaccinated against smallpox in two visits; more vaccinations took place in 1877.100 The doctors who did the vaccinations came from Dunvegan, North Harris and An t’Ob. When Seton visited Hirta, there were no fewer than five doctors among his fellow passengers;101 all the naval vessels which called during the nineteenth century had medical officers on board. Perhaps we have to draw the depressing conclusion that local GPs prioritised their better-off patients, and that their efforts in the sphere of public health were minimal. It may not have helped that midwifery was a jealously guarded female domain. It must have been obvious that high numbers of cases in certain places were due to local factors. Unhelpfully, some liked to think that each death represented the will of God, or they adopted Thomas Malthus’s view that this was nature’s method of population regulation.

A case of fraud?

Sometime in the third week of September 1885 a thirteen-year-old boy wrote a letter to be sent off by mailboat. ‘My Dear Sir,’ he wrote, ‘I am now going to write you a letter, and sending her in one of the little ships in which we were sailing on the shore, as you know, to let you know all the knews. The men were building a house, just a little house for the cows; a great storm came on and all the corn and barley were swept away by the sea; the men of St Kilda is nearly dead with the hunger. They send two boats from St Kilda to go to Harris, not the fishing boats, but the little pieces of wood like the one I send. I send my best loves unto you.’102

This message was from Alec Ferguson, the eldest son of Donald Ferguson, to Kenneth Campbell, his former teacher. The storm had occurred during the weekend of September 12th and 13th; during the next fortnight the islanders despatched no fewer than five mailboats asking for help.103 One of the letters was dated Wednesday September 17th and written by the Rev. Mackay; it was addressed to Dr Rainy, Principal of the Free Church College in Edinburgh. However, the first message to get through, sent on September 19th, was the one written by young Alec.104 At first, no one on the mainland knew how to react. However, after the arrival of other mailboats containing messages obviously written by adults, a relief fund was started by Sir William Collins, the Glasgow publisher. In less than three weeks the fund realised £110. The Hebridean made a special trip to take out supplies, arriving late in the afternoon of Sunday October 18th. Apparently, some of the islanders had spent the previous night in hiding (presumably in their traditional refuges in the screes of Mullach Sgar) after a woman thought she heard a gunshot.105

After the Hebridean departed, the minister’s housekeeper wanted to control the distribution of the new supplies; the islanders insisted that they were perfectly capable of organising it themselves.106 The minister felt obliged to dismiss his servant – only to beg her to return the following day. The islanders felt that the Hebridean had not brought them enough oatmeal, so perhaps it was just as well that a second relief expedition turned up three days later. hms Jackal arrived on October 22nd, bringing Malcolm MacNeill, Inspecting Officer of the Board of Supervision, who filed an official report two days later. Another report was compiled by the ship’s doctor.107 He was dismayed by the people’s general state of health. The men had puffy faces and languid movements, the women were ‘unhealthy looking’, he wrote, and the children ‘pale, languid and flabby’. The main medical complaints were ‘rheumatism, dyspepsia, anaemia, palpitation and debility’, with children suffering from symptoms of incipient scurvy. The community contained ‘a comparatively large number of infirm persons’; the diet, with a dearth of vegetables in winter, was bad for children, the aged and invalids. ‘There is a great liking for tobacco and spirits,’ Dr Acheson noted.

MacNeill’s report was published as a Parliamentary Paper in early April 1886. ‘The inhabitants of St Kilda,’ he concluded, ‘are amply – if not luxuriously – supplied.’ There had been nothing wrong with the potato crop. The islanders no longer relied on locally produced cereals for food. Nevertheless, they had carefully harvested the flattened oats and barley to provide fodder for their livestock; the cattle would benefit from the superior quality of green-cut straw. Seed-corn had already been supplied by the Hebridean, which, along with the factor’s supply boat, had already brought each family one to one and a half bolls of oatmeal, and had left an additional reserve of thirty-eight bolls (nearly 2.3 metric tonnes). If a salted gannet or fulmar constituted one meal for an adult, said the report, each family had between 800 and 1,200 individual meals stashed away. That October, the typical family was curing between three and six wedder carcasses, weighing about 18kg each, and the islanders benefitted from the milk of eighteen cows, effectively one per family. They also had fish. There was plenty of tea, sugar and tobacco (all described as luxuries). It was rumoured that people’s savings amounted to an average of about £20 per family. The tourists, about 200 of them every year, must have brought in around £50, estimated one of the residents. As for the lost boat, MacNeill knew it from previous visits; it had been old and unseaworthy. There were still four ‘excellent’ boats at Village Bay, one of them large and almost new.

MacNeill came across Ewen Gillies, a St Kildan emigré who had come back from Australia in 1884 and started spreading subversive ideas. Gillies, now in his early sixties, later claimed that he had been the first ‘to protest against the autocratic style of the manse government’ and the first to stop going to church.108 After a year of talking with Ewen, most of the islanders had decided that they wished to emigrate, either to Australia or to the mainland. MacNeill concluded that it might well be a good idea if Her Majesty’s government assisted them in so doing. He evidently felt that the relief mission had been entirely unnecessary. Some readers of the Glasgow Herald of April 6th drew the obvious conclusion. One of them happened to work for the Scotsman, an Edinburgh paper; the following day, a severe and judgemental leader appeared in that august newspaper. The writer singled out the presumptuous tone of Rev. Mackay’s letter: ‘It is only islanders and Highlanders who can beg in the language of a Sovereign,’ he wrote. (‘You will be kind enough to apply to Government in order to send us a supply of corn seed, barley and potatoes,’ the minister had written). Furthermore, Mackay’s letter ‘contained several untrue statements, and greatly exaggerated the dimensions of the calamity’. The Hirteach, he argued, had played ‘a successful game of imposture’; the minister had been their instrument. ‘The little game played by the St Kildians . . . vividly illustrates the social effect of recent agitation,’ intoned the writer.

The following summer (1886) saw the second visit of a freelance journalist, Robert Connell, who had been on the Hebridean the previous autumn. He wrote five pieces for the Glasgow Herald, later expanding them into a book, St Kilda and the St Kildians (which, despite its facetious and opinionated tone, does contain valuable nuggets of information). Connell was particularly scornful about the story of the lost boat, about which Mackay had written that ‘happily there was no loss of life’. He discovered that the boat had been disused and left to rot on the rocks. In any case, when the storm took it, everyone had been in church – so how could lives have been in danger? In the matter of the boat, the islanders didn’t even pretend to support Mackay’s imaginative prose. That summer, two Norman MacLeods arrived – the one who took the famous parliament photo, and the St Kilda laird, who, perhaps provoked by the Scotsman’s leader, had decided to come and see conditions for himself. The MacLeod was on Hirta, it seems, for much of August, and was put up at the manse;109 he accompanied the islanders on a trip to Boreray and did quite a lot of fishing.

Effectively, the Scotsman had charged minister and people with conspiracy to defraud. Virtually everyone who visited St Kilda in the summer of 1886 would know of the affair. The Rev. Mackay was hurt and angry; he had been made to seem both a fool and a knave. On August 10th, when the young schoolmaster, George Murray, called at the manse, mention of the MacNeill report caused such a disturbance that he wished he might vanish into thin air.110 The minister was very upset about what the ‘infidel newspapers’ were writing about him, detecting the hand of the Evil One.111 Connell concluded that ‘much of the unhealthy moral atmosphere pervading the island’ was Mackay’s responsibility; the minister had ‘sought to enforce a fantastical sacerdotalism’.112 The man of God disputed MacNeill’s account; he had been wrong about the people not grinding their corn, and about the state of the potato crop. The minister didn’t believe that each family had £20 laid by, and he felt that ‘the people are getting poorer every year owing to having to buy so much meal, and the price of cattle, which they sell, being so low’. In a leader which accompanied Connell’s first dispatch, on June 28th, the Glasgow Herald took issue with the view of its rival the Scotsman, opining that ‘there is now reason to believe that Mr MacNeil took an over-sanguine view’. The rescue mission must have been absolutely necessary; active adults couldn’t be expected to subsist on gannets and fulmars. MacNeill had over-estimated the amount of cash on the island; many of the islanders were poor and some were deeply in debt to the factor.113

Whom are we to believe? The Glasgow Herald’s original report on the storm suggests that it was real enough, lasting the best part of eighteen hours, with ‘not a stalk of corn or barley escaping’ and ‘great havoc’ caused to the potato and turnip crops.114 In the wake of such a calamity, the St Kildans, dreading the forthcoming winter, may have been plagued by pessimism. Perhaps their approach was influenced by conversations with their recently departed schoolteacher, Kenneth Campbell, who was a great believer in political action, as his later career was to demonstrate.115 If we take the view that the islanders’ appeals for help had a genuine basis before they morphed into hopeful, over-egged insurance claims, we might charge them with pardonable exaggeration rather than wilful fraud.

Wagging tongues?

Unsurprisingly, little is known about the sex-lives of the St Kildans. In the times when registers were kept, post 1830 or so, there were very few births outside marriage, which may suggest a high degree of control and/or self-restraint. However, work on registers of births and marriages, conducted not in a spirit of prurience but rather in a search for opportunities for scandal-mongers, reveals that not everyone refrained from sex before or outside marriage. And as it happens, the area which may have provoked most gossip was the middle stretch of the street, where the minister’s housekeeper had been raised.

There was, it seems, some enmity between neighbours at numbers 9 and 10. In 1886 number 9 was the home of the housekeeper’s brother Neil MacDonald and his second wife, Marion. At number 10 lived Donald MacQueen and his third wife, also called Marion. Both families contained very small children. The MacQueen household included Donald’s aged mother, Kirsty, his characterful twenty-four-year-old son, Finlay, by his first wife, and his sister Rachel, who had recently married Ewen Gillies from Australia (who also presumably lived at number 10 in 1886). When Hall Maxwell made his enquiries in 1860, numbers 9 and 10 were the two houses with the worst figures for infant mortality, containing families with a particularly disturbing history of loss – and perhaps also of recrimination. It was along the boundary between crofts 9 and 10 that a massive wall had been constructed, splitting the crofts into two sets; this was where the two ‘ends’ of the village met. And it was here that tongues may well have wagged . . .

A marital (if historic) irregularity in the MacQueen family at number 10 provided useful material for the censorious. Back in November 1862, when the minister’s housekeeper was nineteen, her namesake Ann MacDonald from number 2 had given birth to a baby, Finlay, who was Donald MacQueen’s son. Donald and Ann weren’t married; the baby who grew up to become a famous St Kilda character was recorded on the register of births as ‘illegitimate’. Two years later Donald and Ann had another little boy, who died when he was five days old. When John Mackay arrived, in the summer of 1865, Ann MacDonald was pregnant again. Perhaps the minister persuaded the couple to get married; at any rate, they did so, two weeks before little Catherine was born (and three weeks before she died). Sharbau’s map shows that ‘Donald MacQueen’ and ‘Ann MacQueen’ had been living side by side on croft 10 back in 1860, when Donald was twenty and Ann eighteen. Evidently they were accepted by the community as a de facto married couple. They hadn’t taken advantage of the rare visit of an ordained minister in July 1861, when four other couples took the opportunity to tie the knot;116 perhaps they were deterred by sanctimonious attitudes. Twenty-five years later, the MacQueens’ history of ‘living in sin’ could doubtless be recalled by Ann MacDonald from next door. And in the winter of 1879–80 there must have been talk about the situation at number 8, the home of Ann’s other next-door neighbours, where twenty-seven-year-old Kirsty MacDonald had fallen pregnant by Finlay Gillies; mother and baby both died the following June.117

In 1886 Robert Connell noted that the minister’s housekeeper was carrying on an intermittent feud with ‘the prettiest woman on the island’.118 Ann Ferguson, then twenty-one, was the daughter of Donald Ferguson and sometimes called the queen of St Kilda. The housekeeper’s late mother, Betsy Scott, had once held this title,119 as had the housekeeper herself. The concept of the ‘queen’ was invented by tourists.120 Nevertheless, the Fergusons’ eldest child did like to give herself airs. In 1886 she was the best-dressed woman on the island, clad in ‘a dark brown home-spun dress, with a narrow red stripe running through it’, with a pink cotton kerchief on her head and a white one round her neck. As a marriageable young woman, Ann stood out from the younger girls, whose dresses were made of ‘stout home-made Lindsey’, with tucks which were let out as their owners grew, so that they lasted for years; they were full at the waist, producing a distinctive ‘sack of potatoes’ silhouette121 (Plate 8).

As the beauty of the island, Ann kept herself somewhat aloof from the other young women. The Glasgow Herald’s informant tried to talk to her about kissing; in his bedazzlement he ended up paying her 2s for a pair of socks which turned out to be of different sizes.122 When tourists arrived in 1888, ‘the beauty of the island received considerable attention from several of the handsome men of our party, who carried away her autograph in triumph, if they did not make havoc with her heart’.123 It’s not hard to imagine how cordially the queen and the housekeeper disliked each other. Ten years previously, Sands had claimed that the housekeeper could get the minister to ‘preach at’ any woman ‘to whom she had a spite’.124

There was a more serious fault-line between the manse and the island community. It was said that Donald Ferguson had taken against John Mackay from the moment the minister arrived. Fifty-three years old in 1886, Donald was an elder of the church. His preaching was much admired by the islanders, who doubtless compared his style favourably with that of the minister. Donald had recently told Mackay that ‘unless he was going to make better sermons he had better look out for another job’.125 Young George Murray, the schoolmaster, thought that Mackay’s sermons were ‘good food spoiled in the serving out’.126 The journalist Robert Connell heard Donald preach; he had a tremendously loud voice, which could be heard all over the bay, as he pounded his fists on the pulpit – first one, then the other, and then both, for enhanced effect.127 Despite this assault upon the ears, an old woman in the congregation managed to fall asleep. ‘The preacher stopped short in his discourse,’ wrote Connell,’ and addressing her personally in a voice of thunder, asked whether she was not ashamed to be asleep in God’s house. In the next world, he went on, there would be no sleep for such as she.’ Such public shaming of those who slept through the word of God was habitual; the woman would doubtless be refused communion, a penalty regularly imposed by the minister.128

Donald Ferguson had a nasty temper, which did not help his relationship with the minister. And unfortunately the behaviour of his own family was not above reproach. The problem lay with his wife’s younger sisters – and his late brother John. Donald’s wife, Rachel Gillies from number 11, had lost her big brother, the family’s only son, on the Dargavel. She had three sisters. One of them, Cathy, had had a child, Donald, in August 1884; she didn’t get round to marrying Donald’s father, Finlay Gillies, until July the following year. Rachel’s youngest sister, Kirsty, was an unmarried mother, with a ten-year-old girl at home. Dutifully annotated by Rev. Mackay, the register of births records that the little girl had been fathered ‘in adultery’, by Donald Ferguson’s brother John (whose own marriage, to a woman sixteen years older than himself, was childless). In the register entry, someone has crossed out John’s name in the two places where it occurs.

If the minister’s housekeeper dared to allude to these irregularities, Donald could always have riposted by casting aspersions on her grandmother’s virtue. The housekeeper’s own behaviour must sometimes have raised eyebrows. One visitor in July 1886 described a toe-curling occasion at the manse, when the housekeeper, ‘a buxom, fresh-looking woman’ with ‘superb teeth’ sat on the knee of Captain MacCallum of the Hebridean, simulating ‘coyness’ while he ‘playfully’ attempted to kiss her.129

Under Mackay’s regime, even weddings were not joyful occasions. In August 1884 Finlay MacQueen got married, at the age of twenty-one. Looking round the church, the schoolteacher Kenneth Campbell ‘saw the young couple with their two attendants seated in a corner, having their heads resting on the bench in front of them and looking the picture of misery. Now comes the minister who starts a long solemn discourse, admonishing, warning, advising. When he had married them to their own & his satisfaction they marched out of church as solemnly as they had entered, looking neither to the right or left. No handshakings! No congratulations! One could not help wondering what a funeral would be like when a marriage could be so miserable an affair.’ Later there was ‘a bit of a spree’ at the manse (noted Campbell sarcastically) at which conversation was stilted, confined to serious subjects such as the weather and fowling matters.130

In February 1884 the minister had refused to baptise Donald MacQueen’s daughter Kirsty because he would not submit to church discipline; it is not known how Donald had offended. In May 1886 Mackay refused to baptise his next child, an action which provoked lively debate during the summer of 1886, after the arrival of the new schoolteacher, George Murray.131 George’s diary132 documents what happened next. In October there was an outbreak of serious gossip. On the night of the 22nd an old woman of eighty came to blows with her adult daughter; other people joined in. At midnight, the old woman’s son, who shared a house with her, decided to leave home, along with his family. Next day, furniture was moved along the street from one house to another. There were only two women whose age and family relationships fit the known facts of the case. The more likely suspect is Kirsty MacQueen from number 10, who was seventy-nine in 1886; her son Donald was a key personality in the feud. Kirsty’s daughter Rachel, Donald’s sister, had recently married Ewen Gillies, the St Kildan who had returned from Australia.

Politically radical, a man not afraid to seek his fortune anywhere on the globe, Ewen was a natural mate for a woman of thirty-three from a controversial family. Perhaps he offered the ‘young and comely’ Rachel133 protection, and a way out of her family’s troubles. But Ewen was also a violent, unstable man, who had survived a tough Australian environment; he boasted that he had twisted many a man’s neck and killed aborigines. On January 24th, 1887, Ewen and Rachel thought they heard an unusual noise at the manse. A week later, when George Murray was at the manse, Rachel came in and mentioned the matter. George told her in no uncertain terms that there had been no noise in the house. Soon after he got home, the schoolteacher was visited by her husband, Ewen, brandishing a stick. With threats, swearing and abuse, he accused George of hitting Rachel. Terrified, the schoolmaster asked his heftiest pupil to spend the night in his house; despite this, he didn’t get any sleep. In terms of island politics, Ewen was ‘on equally unpleasant terms with all parties’.134

As well as coping with Ewen Gillies, in December 1886 the young schoolmaster had problems with Donald Ferguson, whose boys were not bringing in their contribution of peats for the schoolroom fire. When the teacher told them off, Donald reacted angrily. In January Murray felt that Ferguson was watching him ‘like a tiger’ and trying to influence the distribution of school prizes; he thought two families were watching every move he made. In November the minister withdrew church privileges from old Lachlan MacKinnon at number 1 and wouldn’t even walk past his house. Lachlan had had the temerity to speak out against a scandal-mongering old woman who was ‘a great favourite at the manse’ (presumably the housekeeper). On November 20th Murray noted ‘stir in village again today about alleged lies and theft. Really it is a terrible place, and Satan seems to have a few strongholds on the island.’

A week after Ewen Gillies had threatened George Murray, Marion MacDonald at number 9, who had sided with the minister and the schoolteacher, moved to her father’s house (number 11) with her two small children. Her husband, Neil, the housekeeper’s brother, who had taken the part of Ewen and Rachel Gillies, evidently stayed put; his old father, Callum, moved into the manse. The following day Donald Ferguson made peace between Neil and Marion. He also proclaimed that he wasn’t going to attend church in future unless the minister sacked his housekeeper. Mackay was forced to go and see him the following week and sue for peace. Ferguson was an increasingly formidable enemy. In January he took offence at something the minister had said during a prayer meeting, declaring that Satan must have got into him. He turned up in a rage at the manse at eleven o’clock at night, demanding an explanation. The minister assured him that his remarks had referred to the congregation in general. ‘Really [Ferguson] is a terrible man,’ wrote the schoolteacher, ‘yes terrible and dangerous.’

Disharmony and stress made people jumpy. They heard strange noises at night; on one occasion some people took overnight refuge in their cleits. Stress may have made some of the islanders ill. George Murray made two lists of people who were not well, one for late November and early December, the other for early March; in each case five or six of them suffered from ‘pain in the head’ or ‘sore head’. Murray, a religious young man, was deeply disturbed by the commotion. ‘Morality is at low tide in St Kilda,’ he noted. In January he wrote: ‘Oh God, may peace and love exist among us, especially with respect to church matters.’ It was a difficult winter for the young schoolteacher. Michael Robson has suggested that he may have been over-sensitive, and that island life was probably ‘more agreeable than Murray conceived it’.135 However, in my view the young teacher’s loss of sang-froid is quite understandable.

The main troublemakers were Donald Ferguson, Ann MacDonald, Ewen Gillies and John Mackay – three strong (not to say headstrong) personalities and a catastrophically weak one. There were lesser actors whose names are unknown – the sinners whose church privileges were withdrawn, and the ‘wicked women’ with their wagging tongues. Suspicion, paranoia, slander and gossip evidently fed upon one another, sometimes with lethal effect. In a close-knit and fanatically religious community, it was all very well for the minister to call out ‘sin’ from the pulpit and to withdraw church privileges from ‘sinners’, especially if he had the backing of the elders. However, such powers had to be used wisely. By delivering long, almost interminable sermons, holding frequent Bible classes and encouraging laymen’s participation in church services, a conscientious minister inculcated a deep understanding of a particular version of the Christian religion. If he started to lose his flock’s respect, there was a good deal of scope for informed opposition, especially among the elders, who by definition had earned respect for their theological prowess.

Faced by sinful conduct or backsliding, it was apparently the minister’s duty to act as both judge and accuser. But what if accusations of wrongdoing went beyond isolated instances and started to become rife in the wider community? The trouble caused by slander and gossip required an authoritative arbiter. The minister could only assume such a role if he used his more autocratic powers sparingly and justly. A good minister needed to be a diplomat, to understand the personalities and life histories of leading members of his flock, to know when discretion was the better part of valour and, above all, how to deal with difficult characters. A man like Mackay had little chance against the likes of Donald Ferguson or Ann MacDonald. Without judicious, sure-footed intervention by the minister, issues which should have been isolated and filed under the heading of ‘personal misconduct’ might escape into the wider community and wreak havoc.

Last acts

On August 16th, 1888, Rev. Herbert Mills, a Unitarian minister from Kendal in north-west England, paid a brief visit to Hirta. His name was felicitous, for he was writing a book about unemployment and poverty brought about by mechanisation and mass production and the evils of the workhouse. These problems could be addressed, he believed, by setting up rural co-operatives, whose produce would be sold outside conventional commercial markets. Such organisations would prove a remedy for the alienation felt by many industrial workers.

From this perspective, Mills was highly impressed by the St Kilda community. ‘He who would see a survival of all that was wholesome in the life of the working-class in the pre-commercial days, mingled with a strong flavour of communism, must go to this lonely island and observe the lives of these people,’ he wrote. ‘Every man on St Kilda is a good farmer, a weaver, a tailor, a shoemaker, and fisherman . . . the people are exceedingly well fed, well clad, and they are not over-wrought.’ Apparently, the daily session of the island council was over in ten minutes (!), the islanders had the satisfaction of being responsible for the entire process of manufacturing artefacts, and they were in daily contact with the natural world. Some worried that without gaslights, beerhouses and the music hall, workers in the proposed rural co-operatives would die of boredom. ‘They who laugh merrily and honestly always work heartily,’ riposted Mills.136 ‘In the days of the hand-loom there were a dozen weavers in every village in England,’ he wrote, seemingly unaware that in 1888 this was precisely the case on Hirta.137 The Rev. Mills denied being a communist or even a whole-hearted socialist; he certainly had a point, though a longer stay might have produced a more nuanced account of life on the island.

Shortly after his visit, the embers of the 1886–7 stramash were re-ignited. At the end of September 1888 another child, John, was born to Donald and Marion MacQueen. The baby had tetanus and died on October 15th. He too went unbaptised. Some of the islanders must have been scandalised by the minister’s intransigence. The housekeeper entered the fray, claiming that it would be better if the baptismal vows were taken not by the child’s father, but by his grandfather, old blind Donald.138 On Wednesday October 31st a furious row broke out in church; Donald Ferguson even threatened to lead the community back to the established church. The following Monday, November 5th, another frank exchange of views took place, this time in the manse kitchen, involving allegations of the killing and/or theft of a sheep by Donald MacQueen. It seems that ‘some of the insinuations made on both sides would not bear repetition’. Developing the ovine theme, Donald Ferguson declared that he cared no more for the minister’s preaching than for the bleating of a sheep.139 Leaving the manse in a rage, he said he would never darken the church’s door again while Mackay officiated in the pulpit or his housekeeper held sway in the manse. Most of the island families then stopped going to church, meeting for worship in each other’s houses – just like forty years earlier. The tension within the community is illustrated by the story of Nurse MacKinlay’s hat. Sometime during the winter, the nurse’s hat blew away. Rather than attend church bareheaded (a serious sartorial faux pas), she stopped going altogether. Suddenly, little presents of milk started appearing on her doorstep; secessionist islanders assumed that she had joined their protest. However, the nurse then became an amateur milliner, furnished herself with a new hat, and resumed going to church. The milk supplies stopped abruptly.140

In his heart, Donald Ferguson had always regretted the community’s departure from the established church. In 1914, when he heard that a union of the Scottish churches was under discussion, he was overjoyed.141 From his different perspective, Ewen Gillies concluded that the people had been better off under the old church.142 By January 22nd, 1889, most of the people had decided to secede from the Free Church. It was perhaps not entirely orthodox to announce their decision by entrusting to the waves a cache of letters in a biscuit tin. By February 9th the news was out.143 In early April the Free Church sent out a party to investigate. They found the minister in a very low state; he felt that the situation was ‘the natural result of the perversity of an evil generation, who were always bad, but who had been worse during the previous winter than ever before’.

A public meeting was held at Donald Ferguson’s house, chaired by the skipper of the visitors’ boat. It was discovered that only three families (including that of Neil, the housekeeper’s brother) were still going to church, along with Nurse MacKinlay. The islanders explained that the real problem was not the minister’s refusal to baptise a baby; they had taken action because ‘the housekeeper had been acting as minister’. They had suffered for years from her tale-bearing; anyone who offended her was exposed to censure or the withdrawal of church privileges. People couldn’t stand the atmosphere any longer; the minister needed to sort things out. It soon became clear that enmity between Donald Ferguson and the manse went back much further than the previous autumn. One woman said that the minister’s housekeeper had intervened to prevent her brother Neil from marrying Ferguson’s sister Margaret. (Neil was now married to Donald’s sister-in-law.)

The spokesman for those who still attended church was the housekeeper’s brother Neil, who put the troubles down to Donald Ferguson’s longstanding hostility to the minister and his housekeeper. Donald was not fit to be an elder and should be deposed from office. Nurse MacKinlay blamed Ann MacDonald for the community’s troubles. She herself had had to stand up to the housekeeper, banning her from a confinement and telling everyone else to clear out of the room where a baby was being delivered. It soon became clear that the people wanted Mackay replaced, ideally by a man who was also a teacher and a doctor – a ‘medical missionary’. For his part, Mackay was more than ready to go. In early June, a second party of Free Church dignitaries arrived. The church service held on this occasion seemed symbolic of the community’s disharmony: ‘The congregation shouted at the tops of their voices . . . each singer introduced shakes and turns and grace-notes of every description, very much according to his or her own fancy. The joint result was a medley which resembled nothing so much as the simultaneous tuning of a score of bagpipes.’ A visiting preacher ‘addressed them all in homely language as wicked sinners . . . suppressed groans would burst from the female portion of the congregation’.144

Once, the minister had expressed his desire to die amongst his flock.145 However, he and his housekeeper now left in short order, destined for retirement at Dunvegan. Most people must have been profoundly relieved to see them go. As for Ewen Gillies, he and his much younger wife were off to Canada, where Ewen expected ‘to find a more congenial atmosphere for a man of his intelligence and enlightenment’.146 Somebody had been mischievous enough to report the alleged sheep-stealing to the police; in June an inspector from Lochmaddy called. Nothing came of his visit. Perhaps he could make no sense of conflicting testimonies; it’s likely that the islanders closed ranks, as they often did against outsiders.147

‘The isle is full of noises’

How frequently did this kind of strife engulf the Hirta community, and how bad could it get? The short answer is that we do not know. Most of our informants came as tourists and stayed for only a few hours. When people petitioned for Mackay’s removal, the vendetta against Donald MacQueen had been going on for at least fifty-eight months; the 1862–3 dispute had lasted at least seven or eight. And although Mackay’s successor was a man of very different stamp, in February 1892 the Inverness Courier reported that ‘the island is again in a state of turmoil ecclesiastically . . . matters are said to be worse than on the occasion on which Mr Mackay left’.148

One indication of the persistence of mistrust may be the continuing popularity of the traditional wooden tumbler-lock in the late nineteenth century and beyond. Back in 1834 a visitor had mentioned that just-married couples were locked for twenty-four hours into one of the ancient houses, ‘remote’ from the clachan.149 He claimed that the lock thus employed was ‘the only one among the natives’.150 By contrast, the account of a visiting doctor in 1907 noted that ‘every cleit, as the hayshed is termed, is supplied with a wooden lock of local manufacture . . . perhaps it is but the extension of the general use of a lock devised to prevent egress of the cattle and lambs from the byres’ (my italics).151 The construction of many new cleits in the nineteenth century created a proliferation of lockable doors. Fabricating intricate locks from offcuts and bits of driftwood must have consumed a good deal of time. In some areas, the density of cleits behind the houses obscures the view from the street, creating spaces where those up to no good might lurk unseen (Plate 24). Despite the community’s respect for Christian values, suspicion and mistrust were far from absent as the end of the century approached.

Hirta’s communitarianism did not owe its origins to ‘human nature’, ideology or religion. It was based on experience, which had demonstrated that it was better than ‘warre of every one against every one’, as Thomas Hobbes put it. Here as elsewhere, communitarianism required sustained work, complex regulations kept under review, a mutually agreed system of arbitration and law enforcement – and often interminable meetings. This was a community schooled in courtesy. People addressed each other formally, as ‘Mary, daughter of my maternal uncle’ or ‘John, son of my paternal grandfather’; a walk up the street could involve a visitor in a lot of handshaking.152 Locks and keys were part of a set of strategies for reducing strife. However, there were many human feelings which they were unable to address – pain and neurosis, jealousy and malevolence, passion and self-pity, obstinacy and prejudice, fear, doubt and self-delusion, to name but a few.

In the outside world, the fracas of 1888–9 had not gone unnoticed. Perhaps the most striking reaction was that of John Sands, who for some reason had become disillusioned with the St Kildans. He wrote to the Glasgow Herald, saying that he didn’t think the minister should be replaced. ‘There is no end to their unreasonable demands,’ he wrote; ‘nothing [the minister] can do will gain the gratitude of his flock.’ He went on: ‘It now seems of comparatively little consequence what is done for the spiritual and temporal guidance of that diminishing knot of outcasts. The time is rapidly approaching when their history . . . will be closed; when the last remnant of themselves will become extinct, and the rock on which so many generations of men have resided will be left in the undisturbed possession of the fulmars and gannets.’153 One wonders who had ruffled his feathers.

The tumultuous affairs of St Kilda inspired a timely Scotsman leader.154 ‘Not many congregations in the West itself,’ the writer noted, ‘will stand in these days a “spate of sermon” lasting six or seven hours almost without a break.’ ‘The impartial listener,’ he continued, ‘is compelled to think that in the show of the fruits of religion . . . St Kilda is like other islands – only more so.’ The community’s relatively high standard of living (the writer argued unfairly) was not gained by hard work. It was only natural for the islanders to regard ‘their narrowness of views and scantiness of knowledge as evidences of their superior piety and wisdom’. However, ‘they might show still greater wisdom . . . if they were to abandon their desolate and isolated rock, and move nearer to the healthy, vigorous currents of human life and thought. But, being what they are and where they are, they deserve on the whole credit for what they have done with their islet, and compliment as well as sympathy for consenting to stay upon it.’


INTERLUDE

What’s in a name

Not many of the numerous islands at the edge of the north-east Atlantic can be described as iconic. There are, it is true, ‘holy’ islands, such as Iona or Skellig Michael. In Ireland, the autobiographies of Great Blasket islanders, written at the request of entranced visiting scholars, represent a national treasure.1 Several writers and artists have been inspired by the dramatic scenery of the Aran Islands and the character of their inhabitants; Tim Robinson has written wonderfully about the entanglement of place and imagination, and the linkages between history, legend and metaphor.2 Arguably, only one other island in the region takes its place in this august company. That island is Hirta. In the fullness of time, the very name of St Kilda became a talisman – the Spanish moss of myth, its magic largely independent of the reality of life in the archipelago. In a sense, the name became a brand.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the fame of St Kilda had spread throughout Britain. Houses and streets were named after the legendary island; so were racehorses, from the early 1890s,3 and a Hull trawler built in 1904.4 I haven’t established whether the St Kilda which brought herrings from fishing boats to market in Glasgow in July 1888 was the same St Kilda which, a year later, missed the tide at Avonmouth while carrying a cargo of fresh vegetables from Cornwall.5 A St Kilda tied up at Dakar, Senegal, in July 1893; was she the one sunk by the Russians 50 miles from Hong Kong in June 1905, during the Russo-Japanese War?6 The fame of St Kilda crossed the Atlantic. A Scot owned the Estancia Santa Kilda, a ranch in Uruguay, launching the Santa Kilda Estancia Company Ltd in 1883 with a capital of £40,000; after his death in 1922 his son was worth £102,000.7 In 1872 a prolific American novelist, Harriet Lewis, published The Haunted Husband, which starts with the young Marquis of Chetwynd (‘very handsome after the purest Saxon type’) arriving at St Kilda on his yacht and falling in love with the seventeen-year-old adopted daughter of the elderly minister and his wife – a girl ‘as brown as a gypsy’ and ‘as wild and free as the birds circling above her’. This page-turner was serialised in several British newspapers.8

‘St Kilda’ was quite a popular name for new villas built for the prosperous middle classes before the First World War – houses with plenty of bedrooms and accommodation for a couple of servants in the attic. The name was also given to the roads, terraces or avenues along which houses of this kind were located. Some of these villas became boarding-houses or hotels; there was a hotel named ‘St Kilda’ in Torrington Square, London.9 Then there was the actress who took the stage name Miss Edith St Kilda, touring Britain and Ireland in 1874–6 with a company which put on comedies, and was still working in 1881.10 She should not be confused with Miss Maud St Kilda, who sang, acted and played the piano in a travelling variety extravaganza run by her husband. Maud made her debut at Penrhyn Hall, Bangor on July 17th, 1882.11 The show, Merry Moments, was a great success with ‘the elite of London’, drawing large audiences and running for seven seasons at venues including the Crystal Palace and the Winter Gardens in Blackpool. Apparently, it featured ‘fun without vulgarity’. Miss St Kilda sang a song on an Egyptian theme – ‘I’m a funny mummy’ – which she had written and arranged herself.12 In the mid 1870s two pieces of music, a waltz and a ‘pleasing morceau’, were named ‘St Kilda’ by their composers.13

On Horner’s railway station bookstalls in 1897 the latest Penny Stories for sale included St Kilda’s Child, a sequel to The House of St Kilda, written by Fanny Eden, sister of Lord Auckland, Governor-general of India in the 1830s.14 In 1907 the Lakes Chronicle featured a short story called ‘The Hair Rope, or The Cragsmen Rivals – A tale of Lone St Kilda’. The tale had a more uplifting ending than the one on this theme which I told earlier. After a hair-raising duel on the cliffs of Soay, the villain ends up dead in the sea, whilst the hero, his love rival, gets to marry the ‘queen’, ‘the prettiest of the St Kilda maidens, an auburn-haired lassie of eighteen, with cheeks like blush roses, lips like cherries, and teeth like pearls’.15

Roderick Campbell, author of The father of St Kilda (a misleading title, since the book is devoted mostly to tales of the Canadian outback), claimed that ‘St Kilda’ had been the son of Saint Oran, patron saint of Lewis. The Presbyterian church in Jarrow (1876–1928) was named after this fictitious saint; so was the Episcopalian church at Lochbuie on the Isle of Mull (constructed 1874). Churchgoers sang psalm 51 to ‘St Kilda’, the tune formerly known as ‘Strathpeffer’. St Kilda also became involved in sport, lending ‘her’ name to a football club in south London, a tennis club near Derby and a racing stable in Hampshire.16 ‘St Kilda’s’ was the name given to private girls’ schools at Staines, Waltham Abbey and St Leonards-on-Sea, all in southeast England. The North Bristol School for Girls, founded in 1861, became St Kilda’s Collegiate School for Girls in 1898. The sudden renaming of this successful inner-city school, not long before it moved to salubrious surroundings on the edge of Durdham Down, Clifton, illustrates the respectability of the St Kilda brand at the time.17 A charming postcard has survived of the girls of St Kilda’s playing cricket on the edge of the down, with the school in the background.18 Nobody seems to have minded that nothing was known about this non-existent saint, or to have worried about potential confusion with St Hilda of Whitby. Did those who thought this a nice name for a girl’s school imagine that the ‘saint’ was female?

The name was certainly worth exploiting for publicity purposes. In May 1912 the St Kildans were running low on supplies. Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, despatched hms Achilles to the rescue (as the government ship approached the island, several trawlers were seen making themselves scarce). Private enterprise also got involved. The Daily Mirror persuaded London entrepreneurs such as Sir Thomas Lipton and Sir Joseph Lyons to supply provisions, which they sent to St Kilda on an Aberdeen tug. The huge Cecil Hotel in the Strand sent port, whisky and brandy. The famous strongman Eugene Sandow contributed a ton of cocoa. A portrait of Sir Thomas Lipton was included in the cargo; the islanders promised to hang it in ‘the principal room of the island’. One may be permitted to wonder how far the St Kildans enjoyed the ‘rare treasure’ of a complete run of the Daily Mirror dating back to the previous Christmas. Still, Donald Ferguson (aged seventy-nine) responded by breaking into extempore Gaelic poetry. On hearing about the recent Titanic disaster, the men respectfully took off their headgear. The most important development was the Mirror’s promise to install a radio on Hirta, mostly paid for by yet another London shopping mogul, Gordon Selfridge. It transmitted to the Butt of Lewis via the Flannan Isles.19

The surgeon of the Achilles noted that the islanders were not starving, though some showed signs of malnutrition, especially the children and some of the women.20 The MacLeod wrote a letter to the Times, deprecating the sending of alcohol to St Kilda and noting that when he resupplied the island (using the Hebrides) meal and flour supplies had not actually run out. He claimed that ‘if matters had been that serious, they would, of course, have written to me’.21 However, Captain Hawke of the Achilles (brother of the Yorkshire cricket captain) noted that ‘at present there seems to be no-one responsible for the island, or, if there is, nothing much is done, and everything is left to chance’.22 The Daily Mirror got good publicity out of the venture, as well as sensational headlines. Below HOW THE “DAILY MIRROR” RELIEVED STARVING ST KILDA came ‘Children sent to bed because there was no food’ and ‘Minister who lived on bread and water for three months’. Some begged to differ: a leader in the Highland News praised the generosity of ‘the warm-hearted people in the London slums, ill-fed, ill-clothed, worn to the bone’ towards the ‘sleek, fat and well-fed’ islanders, enjoying their nettle beer after an ample repast. Such generosity was perhaps misconceived. Little did St Kilda’s benefactors realise that the island actually exported food – a fact which might have given them food for thought.23

During the thirty years or so around 1900, the name ‘St Kilda’, once renowned among intellectuals and the upper echelons of society, evidently spread in popularity among the middle classes, becoming one of those British names (ironically often of foreign derivation) which exude an aura of classiness and respectability – names like ‘Clarendon’, ‘Albany’, ‘Montpelier’, or ‘Savoy’, whose origins most of us today would need to look up on the internet. How did this happen?

Brand St Kilda: the tweed

In the 1870s the islanders started to weave tweed for export much more purposefully than they had done before. In 1877 John MacDiarmid noted that St Kilda tweeds were ‘a good deal sought after for suits’. During his visit, the men inspected his Ulster coat closely. One of them exclaimed: ‘We could manufacture that ourselves!’ Between 1874 and 1883 the sum of money credited for tweed in the factor’s accounts increased tenfold.24 By 1890 the fabric was described as ‘of superior quality’,25 and it could be obtained in quite a few small and medium-sized towns in England and Scotland. St Kilda tweed was available at the old-established emporium of William Chalmers in George Street, Oban, where it might be inspected by window-shopping Hebridean tourists and sportsmen just off the train and waiting for boats. Gentlemen’s clothing could be made up at short notice, at half the price charged in London. The firm had been in business since 1823 and was ‘foremost in the development of the Scottish Home Industries’. By Edwardian times, Chalmers’s establishment had become The Royal Tartan House and boasted of supplying the King and Queen and other members of the royal family.26

In 1892, when the St Kildans sent one of their own to Glasgow to set up a wholesale tweed business, the young man may well have been able to tap into established trading networks. By the Edwardian era, the first decade of the twentieth century, the fabric was being expertly marketed. In 1901 the Highland Home Industries Association had a stand at the Glasgow Exhibition, featuring ‘a St Kilda woman carding and spinning native dyed wool’.27 By 1904 St Kilda tweed could be bought at Marshall & Snelgrove, the famous Oxford Street store.28 In 1911 Aitken and Niven of Princes Street – still in business today – was offering a St Kilda costume ‘moderately priced’ at 5 guineas; it was ‘extremely pretty, in Wedgewood Blue, and lined polonaise’.29 In 1907 Messrs R. Hepburn & Co, tailors and clothiers, of Beauly in north-east Scotland, held an exhibition of St Kilda and Harris tweeds and curios, which featured ‘articles symbolic of the inner life of St Kilda’. These included ‘a miniature Harris handloom with shuttle and appliances complete, very simple and easily worked’, photographs, samples of material dyed with natural dyes, a St Kilda ‘mailboat’ and a St Kilda door lock (‘all of wood and very secure, albeit somewhat cumbrous and of ancient formation’).30 A Perth firm put on a similar display in 1909.31 In March 1909 tenders were invited for ‘organising and conducting a Scotch village’ at the Imperial International Exhibition at the White City in London. The plan was to employ St Kilda ‘natives’ spinning and weaving; ‘St Kilda sheep’ would also be present, though in the end only one was on view.32

In 1904 the Regent Street outfitter Scott Adie (‘Tailor to the Royal Family’) was advertising a double-breasted gentleman’s Ulster – a long, easy-fitting coat in ‘Scotch Cheviot, Harris, Shetland and St Kilda homespuns’.33 One of St Kilda tweed’s greatest triumphs was its adoption by Aquascutum, the famous Regent Street firm. By 1909 Aquascutum (‘by royal warrant waterproofers to his Majesty the King’) was advertising ‘the St Kilda coat’ (‘indispensable for walking or travelling’) at 3½ guineas (£3.13s. 6d.), more than a week’s wages for a skilled worker.34 By 1912 Aquascutum was advertising the ‘smart’ St Kilda coat as ‘suitable for all occasions, waterproof, pure wool, light weight’ and ‘available in exclusive designs and colourings’.35 It was also possible to purchase a ‘Norfolk or golf’ suit in St Kilda tweed.36 Alec Ferguson, the St Kildan who became a tweed factor in Glasgow, didn’t miss any opportunity of plugging his flagship product. Writing to the Daily Mirror to thank the newspaper for sending relief supplies, he disingenuously claimed that St Kilda produce had met with poor support from the public and suggested that ‘those of your readers who sympathise with the islanders can best help them by asking for St Kilda tweeds at their tailors and costumiers’.37

In June 1910 the Westminster Gazette carried an advertisement for Selfridge’s sale, masquerading as a feature, which bemoaned the scarcity of suit-lengths of St Kilda tweed (‘the Queen of Homespuns’); the fabric was being sold for 30s a yard, 5s more than tweeds such as Harris or Donegal38 – and thirteen times the price the St Kildans got for weaving it (taking the length of the St Kilda yard into account). In 1911 George V accepted a gift of a ‘suit’ of St Kilda tweed, which he allegedly wore when in Scotland.39

On May 19th, 1912, courtesy of the first wireless message ever sent from St Kilda, Alec Ferguson felt able to boast that ‘the demand for St Kilda tweed is a growing one, London and Paris being the chief markets for it’.40 Presumably it was his cousin Donald, a walking advert for the fabric, who took care of business in the French capital. In the same year, the St Kildans sent a suit-length of tweed to Sir Thomas Lipton by way of thanks for his role in the relief effort. For Alec Ferguson, Lipton’s rise to prominence as tea magnate, yachtsman and owner of a national chain of grocery stores must have been inspirational; the great entrepreneur came from the Gorbals in Glasgow.41 The upper end of the tweed market involved the highest levels of society. In 1895 the Scottish Home Industries Association put on a sale of tweeds at Stafford House, St James’s, in London (‘kindly lent by the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland’). The show was opened by the Duchess of York. Several duchesses played shopkeeper on this occasion; the Duchess of Sutherland sold tweed made in her eponymous county. Almost unbelievably, the eastern counties stall was presided over by Lady Tweedsmouth.42

It was important to get the best possible tailors and cutters to do justice to such a prestigious fabric. In 1881 Messrs Murray and Smith, of Hope Street in Glasgow, advertised ‘St Kilda, Harris, Skye, Shetland and Blarney tweeds’ (in that order) and went on to boast that they had secured the services of a tailor who had recently been with Poole and Lord, of Oxford Street in London, and was for ten years principal cutter with Asquith and Lord (of Bombay and Calcutta). They boasted that ‘gentlemen entrusting us with their orders may rely upon having their garments made up in a style and finish unequalled in Glasgow’.43

In theory, Alec Ferguson and Factor Mackenzie were in competition for St Kildan tweed, each paying for it in commodities rather than cash. I suspect that when they went out to Hirta together, on the first steamer of summer, they arranged to fix the price to be offered to the islanders. By 1908 demand for St Kilda tweed exceeded supply. At this point Dunvegan attempted to steal a march on Alec Ferguson, setting up a partnership with A. & J. MacNab of Slateford (Edinburgh). A special trademark for St Kilda tweed was registered, which included the name of the MacLeod of MacLeod. It was made clear that St Kilda tweed differed from Harris tweed in that it was ‘made entirely by hand from wool grown on the island. There can be no question of machine carding or mill spinning about it.’44 It seems that Alec Ferguson won the contest, however, becoming MacNab’s sole supplier. The firm liked St Kilda wool: it was ‘unlike any other, producing an uncommonly light material, almost white . . . The cloth from St Kilda wool was the only one that was entirely made by hand – hand-spun, hand-dyed, and hand-woven.’ The wool was blended with a natural brown dye on the island, with a spot of indigo put in by the spinner in order to produce variety. Interestingly, the wool of the St Kilda sheep ‘deteriorated after it was moved to the mainland’.45

Producers of tweed from Harris were also anxious to establish a trademark; the well-known orb was registered in 1910. Harris tweed was certified as being spun, woven and dyed in the homes of crofters and cottars. However, unprecedented demand for this fabric in 1910 was followed by a slump, seemingly caused by the importation of inferior and possibly handspun yarn, and poor workmanship.46 The problems with Harris tweed were to continue; widespread doubts about its authenticity may have boosted sales of its St Kilda rival. When it came to getting fabric to the market, Ferguson was much better placed than Factor Mackenzie. In July 1912, when the factor landed ‘large consignments’ of St Kilda tweed at Lochmaddy, Ferguson took south ‘a large proportion of the island’s output’.47 In May 1913 and May 1914 he shipped out large amounts of tweed.48

Considering the strength of the competition, the success of St Kilda tweed was remarkable. From the 1840s Harris tweed had been promoted by the Dunmores, who were well known in London court circles. Lady Dunmore had been a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, her son a nursery playmate of the future Edward VII. The Dunmores could seek technical advice from the woollen mill at Alloa, not far from their main Highland home. In 1846 Haggart’s woollen mill started up at Keltneyburn in Breadalbane, providing specialist and mechanised services such as dyeing, carding, waulking and pressing to handloom weavers of the surrounding district. In 1881 the business moved to Aberfeldy, not far away, where they could take advantage of the railway and water power from the Moness Burn. Haggart’s imported advanced machines from the north of England, although they also used handlooms for ‘the finest and most delicate textures’. Located in an area frequented by tourists, by 1897 the firm was offering ‘an endless variety of clan tartans of every check and pattern’ and had its own tailoring department at the works. Haggart’s took fabric orders from the royal family and the aristocracy; they dealt regularly with the royal estate at Sandringham in Norfolk, obtaining wool from the estate flock and collaborating on tweed production. Despite their embrace of modern machinery, the words ‘genuine homemade goods’ appeared frequently in their advertisements.

In spite of the sterling efforts of Haggart’s, St Kilda tweed could be marketed as the real deal. Hand-woven tweed stood out from fabrics which were literally run-of-the-mill products. Although not everyone was impressed by its quality, St Kilda tweed commanded a premium price. In 1884, at the mighty Cranston & Elliot store in Edinburgh, Breadalbane tweed was sold at 10½d, St Kilda tweed at 16½d.49 Woven on primitive looms by only twelve or fifteen weavers, St Kilda tweed’s value was enhanced by its provenance – a faraway, legendary isle, whose supply of wool was limited by sheep numbers constrained in turn by the extent of its pastures. There was thus a ‘limited edition’ effect. In the rarified world of hunting, shooting and fishing, St Kilda’s was a very superior tweed, a brand recognised by the cognoscenti, displayed with due modesty by those who wore it and coveted by those who didn’t. From this perspective, the history and culture of St Kilda are almost entirely irrelevant. Who cares about Château d’Yquem or Saint-Émilion as places?

Brand St Kilda: the sheep

One thing which makes the St Kilda archipelago very special is that the three races of pre-modern sheep which have graced (and grazed) these islands in the past are all still with us (Plate 25). We may study their characteristics, such as the quality of their wool, and investigate their DNA for clues to the history of sheep-keeping in north-west Europe. The first sheep to be introduced were the ancestors of today’s Soays, which may well have been brought over in the Neolithic. They were followed (probably in the Iron Age, in a broad sense) by the ancestors of the Borerays.50 It’s likely that the Soays were soon confined to the island later called Soay in their honour. It seems that the introduction of Boreray sheep was a progressive move. Writing about the wool produced by their modern descendants, Jane Cooper says that some of it ‘is just fabulous . . . this one breed of sheep could supply everything that you would need, from the finest wool underwear to the most robust wool jacket, and tough netting and string made from the thicker hairs’. She also notes that Soay wool may include ‘some very nice quality fleece’ and that a blend of Boreray and Soay wool has created a much-appreciated thin laceweight yarn called ‘St Kilda’.51 Those who keep rare breeds of sheep or experiment with their wool can teach archaeologists a great deal.

The third race of primitive sheep was probably introduced by the Norsemen – at which point the Borerays are likely to have been exiled in their turn, confined to the island called Boreray. The islanders thus continued to have access to Boreray wool. The new sheep, St Kildas as they were called in the nineteenth century, were the ancestors of the sheep known today as Hebrideans. They belonged to a group of sheep races whose descendants are known as Northern (or sometimes Scottish) short-tails. Northern short-tails include many sheep races from north-west Europe, including the Manx Loghtan, Shetland, North Ronaldsay, Icelandic, Faroese and Ouessant. Before the advent of modern breeds in the late eighteenth century, such sheep were widespread in north and west Scotland and the Isle of Man.52 Northern short-tails were – or became – very well suited to northern Scottish conditions, especially for those who kept sheep just to meet the needs of their own families. Ewes came late into oestrus, meaning that their lambs were born after the winter weather had done its worst (usually, at any rate). Their wool was very fine and had excellent water-shedding properties. They were also free of scab. The wool of only two or three sheep was required to clothe an individual. Their meat was delicious, and they were very ‘milky’, the result of centuries of being milked while at the same time suckling their lambs.53 (The St Kildans evidently placed such a high value on sheep’s milk – which they made into cheese, sometimes combining it with cows’ milk – that they were quite capable of weaning lambs by the drastic expedient of taking them to Soay and bringing them back the following summer.54 Weaning lambs on offshore islands was quite a common Hebridean practice.)55

In the mid eighteenth century, weavers used a range of natural wool shades – black, white, grey and brown.56 Henry Elwes, who saw St Kildas on Hirta in 1868, described them as ‘quite small, and white in colour, with a few black ones among them’.57 St Kildan weavers naturally valued these colour variations. Nowadays the breed standards and the rules of the show ring dictate that their descendants, the Hebrideans, are supposed to be black. However, sheep-keepers not over-concerned with breed specifications allow more variegated flocks to develop naturally, and they include white sheep.58

The fleece of the St Kildas weighed no more than 2lb (0.9kg); the fleece of a Blackface could weigh up to 15lb (6.8kg).59 As commercial weaving went from strength to strength, the islanders needed to import a modern wool breed. It must have been Factor Mackenzie who introduced Blackface tups in the early 1870s60 and encouraged the phasing out of the St Kildas. Ironically, the very gentlemen whose ‘St Kilda tweed’ was made from Blackface/Cheviot wool were now becoming increasingly interested in the St Kilda sheep which had become redundant as wool-producers. Oh, the perversity of fashion!

The first person who conceived the idea of turning the St Kilda into a parkland sheep was probably John Campbell, the first Marquess of Breadalbane, an immensely wealthy man who owned over 175,000 hectares of land in the southern Highlands, not to mention the impressive Breadalbane House in Park Lane, London. It was his son John, the second Marquess of Breadalbane, who induced Queen Victoria and Prince Albert to fall in love with the Scottish Highlands. When the royal couple visited Scotland for the first time, in September 1842, he put on three days of magnificent entertainment. For the Queen, it was ‘truly princely and romantic’. The show featured a couple of hundred quasi-military retainers dressed in tartan, pipers, gun salutes, displays of Highland dancing, fireworks, bonfires on the hills, coloured lights, plenty of whisky and shooting opportunities for Prince Albert, who killed nineteen roe deer whilst managing to miss a small army of beaters. The weather was mostly awful; several dancers fell over on the slippery wooden stage, on this occasion Her Majesty was amused. On the final Saturday, in lovely weather, the royal party was conveyed the length of Loch Tay in a magnificent barge rowed by eight men in tartan and white trews, before lunching at the Breadalbane villa at Auchmore. The Campbell insignia were displayed just about everywhere, especially in the newly constructed Barons’ Hall, on the magnificent new State Bed and the painted and cloth-bedecked barges; cottages at Kenmore were given a complete whitewash. Lord Breadalbane was an influential Free Church supporter, sponsoring the yacht Breadalbane which kept the church afloat in its early years, as we have seen.

In October 1846 six St Kilda rams were offered for sale from the home farm of Taymouth Castle, at the eastern end of Loch Tay in Perthshire. In 1854 the farm sold six St Kilda ewes and a young ram, six two- and three-year-old wethers, three hoggs of the same age and seven lambs, evidently the surplus from a thriving flock.61 There was quite a menagerie in the park at Taymouth. It’s possible that St Kilda sheep were already present when the royals came to visit; in 1838 ‘different breeds of sheep’ were to be found there.62 I haven’t yet found direct evidence that the Breadalbanes’ yacht went to St Kilda. However, at an agricultural show at Stirling in 1833, two men who lived not far from Taymouth and must have been the marquess’s tenants exhibited an ox from St Kilda, and ‘a specimen of sheep now nearly extinct in Scotland . . . allied in their characters to the breed of Iceland . . . Their size was small, their wool hairy, and they had three or four horns.’63 This sounds like a St Kilda. If we allow some time for imported animals to find their way onto the tenant farms of Breadalbane, we might suggest that the first marquess, who died in 1834, was the first sheep enthusiast, and that he went to St Kilda on his yacht around 1830 or possibly earlier.

St Kilda sheep were also on show at Ayr in 1835, probably exhibited by Sir Thomas Francis Kennedy of Dalquharran Castle (whom we have also already met). Kennedy may have acquired his exotic sheep when he went to St Kilda on his yacht, which he did at least twice in the 1830s, on one occasion with a French friend.64 In his youth, it was said, Kennedy had been a schoolfellow of Byron, and once ‘had the privilege of being severely kicked by the young poet when he was in one of his sulky moods’.65 He was, however, a minor figure in the high society firmament. Socially, the Marquess of Breadalbane was in a much better position to start the fashion for keeping a rather special kind of sheep.

In the mid 1850s two substantial North Yorkshire landowners in their thirties, Mark and Frederick Milbank, turned up at St Kilda on the 120-ton yacht Hawk, which belonged to Lord Rowland Hill. Mark Milbank purchased twenty-eight ewes and two rams from the islanders; they were ‘very wild and hard to catch’ (the sheep, not the islanders). Probably the recent emigration to Australia had made some sheep surplus to requirements; we know that some were sold in order to fund the emigrants. At this time the St Kildans had not yet become seriously involved in commercial weaving; their sheep were kept for domestic purposes (numbers over ten attracted a charge from the estate). Anyway, the brothers chartered a boat, and ‘after many perils’ the sheep were landed at Loch Seaforth on Harris, where the Milbanks were staying – hunting, shooting and fishing as guests of Lord Dunmore. Mark Milbank had his sheep sent by steamer and train to his park at Thorp Perrow, near Bedale, where ‘they became in a short time thoroughly domesticated’ and throve ‘wonderfully well’. By 1860 they were described as ‘naturalised in a Yorkshire park’, producing two lambs annually and providing ‘most excellent eating’. ‘I may mention,’ Frederick Milbank wrote, ‘that my brother has a large herd of these sheep, and has killed many for the table . . . the wool makes capital stockings . . . its fineness requiring no dye.’66

At about the same time, Sir John Orde, having bought the island of North Uist early in 1855, acquired St Kilda sheep for his park at Kilmory, near Lochgilphead in Argyll, not far from the southern end of the Crinan Canal.67 Sir John and Lady Orde knew St Kilda, having been there on the Glenalbyn in 1834.68 We don’t know whether Orde’s factor on North Uist bought the sheep directly from the St Kilda factor, or whether they were offered for sale at Lochmaddy market. Orde’s farm manager, James Aitchison, was a highly respected livestock breeder.69 Mainland breeders tried to produce a pure black sheep (which apparently wouldn’t have been difficult), and they liked the multiple horns sported by some St Kildas. At the Highland and Agricultural Society’s show in Glasgow in July 1867 Sir John Orde’s elegant black sheep caused a sensation.70 One journalist was very impressed by a St Kilda ram, with ‘its four black horns, two shorter ones involuted downwards almost enclosing the face, and two very long ones arching upward and outward, admirable pointed weapons, which, from the fire of its black eyes, the creature is evidently ready enough to use’. Another was more sceptical, describing the St Kildas as ‘wholly black, diminutive in size’; ‘except as curiosities’, he wrote, ‘they are of comparatively little value for the production of either mutton or wool’. However, the sheep were commended.71

Two flocks of St Kildas were kept near Windermere in the English Lake District; they may have become established there in the 1870s.72 One, at Storrs Hall, belonged to a retired clergyman and celebrated breeder of Shorthorn cattle, Rev. Thomas Staniforth, whose family (like those of Lord Breadalbane and Sir John Orde) had benefitted from slavery and compensation payments issued after its abolition.73 A remarkable photograph survives of sheep from the Storrs Hall flock in the 1880s, looking slightly comical with their dark top-knots. In the background stands the farm manager, perhaps wearing his suit of St Kilda tweed.74 Staniforth’s sheep came direct from St Kilda.75 They were probably brought south by Harry Bridson, a fanatical yachtsman from a family of industrialists; in the 1870s he was a member of the Royal Northern Yacht Club, based on the Clyde. The St Kilda sheep would have been given (or sold) to his younger brother J.D. Bridson, who kept some of them on Belle Isle, an island in Lake Windermere. In the late 1870s J.D. started holding sheepdog trials on Belle Isle. Admission was by ticket only, ‘to keep off the rougher element’.76 Using St Kildas at the trials was not without its difficulties. ‘Some of the sheep selected were black Scotch horned ones, and in place of being driven by the dogs, they speedily turned on the latter, and drove them, using their horns to some effect in butting the dogs. Having rid themselves of their tormentors, several of them took a swim in the lake, and had to be rescued by boats.’77 In their original homeland, these feisty sheep would not have been accustomed to the disciplined methods of Lake District sheepdogs. At St Kilda, dogs hunted sheep down individually, gripping them by the throat and pinning them down until humans arrived – a procedure described as wild and chaotic by those accustomed to other ways of sheep management. Quite frequently, panicking sheep were driven over the cliffs into the sea.

When Staniforth’s sheep were sold by auction after his death in 1887, one of the purchasers was a ‘Mr Rivers’ – actually General Augustus Lane Fox Pitt-Rivers, the innovative archaeologist who had inherited Rushmore Park, on Cranborne Chase in Dorset. Three or four years earlier, Pitt-Rivers had obtained some Soay sheep, thanks to his long-standing acquaintance with Norman MacLeod, their owner, who had briefly been his neighbour in Upper Phillimore Gardens, South Kensington.78 The general had dug up some sheep bones on Romano-British sites in his park and wanted to compare them with those of primitive varieties of sheep. He was now anxious to add St Kildas to his Cranborne Chase menagerie.79

Among the most enthusiastic promoters of St Kilda sheep were Lady Anne Murray and her husband Charles, one of whose homes was at Courthill, on the edge of the sea at Loch Kishorn, not far from Kyle of Lochalsh. At a show held in 1892 Charles got a commendation for two ewes which were Shetland/St Kilda crosses. In 1902 Lady Anne was said to have been importing tups and ewes from St Kilda on an annual basis ‘for some years’ in order to encourage their sale.80 Lady Anne was still selling St Kildas in 1923.81 With another home at the magnificent Gensing Manor, at St Leonard’s near Hastings, and their place at Cannes, the Villa Victoria (built in Scottish baronial style and apparently now open to visitors), the Murrays were definitely out of the top drawer. From the early days of their marriage they had owned the yacht Nerine, which they once lent to the Prince of Wales and his brother (staying incognito at the Hôtel de Provence in Cannes), and used on another occasion to ferry locals across Loch Kishorn to celebrate the coming of age of their son.82 Lady Anne was the daughter of a big landowner, the Earl of Aylesford; her politician husband was the grandson of the Earl of Dunmore and the son of a highly distinguished diplomat (nicknamed ‘Hippo Murray’ after importing a baby hippopotamus which entranced visitors to London Zoo). The Murrays were typical of the kind of people who owned St Kilda sheep. Lady Anne created an even more niche product than conventional St Kilda tweed; she encouraged the weavers of Lochcarron district to produce tweed from the wool of the St Kilda sheep which she had been importing to this part of the Highlands.83 I suspect that some of the Murrays’ St Kildas were sold to crofters (crofting was expanding in the early twentieth century) and that some ‘Hebridean’ sheep in the north of Scotland today may preserve a genetic inheritance largely unaffected by efforts to breed ‘parkland’ Hebrideans.

Then, at around the turn of the century, naturalists began to deny the true history of St Kilda sheep, stating that they were ‘mongrels’, didn’t come from St Kilda, and should be renamed ‘Hebrideans’. This extraordinary and audacious revision of history was conceived by the MacLeods of Dunvegan. Conversations between Norman MacLeod (laird of St Kilda between 1871 and 1895), the naturalist H.N. Moseley and the pioneer archaeologist General Pitt-Rivers had concluded that the Soays on Soay were descendants of a prehistoric race of sheep. Norman’s sons, Norman Magnus and Reginald, began to insist that that it was the Soays – which the laird of Dunvegan happened to ‘own’ – which were the authentic primeval sheep of St Kilda. In 1906 Reginald told readers of Field that ‘the St Kilda or Soay sheep is small, very active, and has fine brown wool. The male has two horns, and never large ones. They are the remnant of some ancient breed, and have had . . . Soay . . . to themselves . . . ever since they were turned out there.’ Nearly twenty years later, he told the owner of a flock of sheep in Hampshire that the St Kildas were ‘probably descendants of the old Hebridean sheep, which in turn are related to Iceland sheep, the rams of which also carry four horns. The true sheep of St Kilda have two horns only, and are of a much lighter colour than those usually known as St Kildas.’ Amazingly, he went on to say: ‘Why these sheep should have been called St Kildas is unknown, because they never existed on that island.’84

It was Norman Magnus, Reginald’s brother, who was in the best position to promote this new and fictitious version of the origins of St Kilda sheep. Having returned from what might be politely described as a somewhat chequered career in India and South Africa, he lived just outside Horsham, in West Sussex. His home was a short walk from that of John Guille Millais – naturalist, artist and big game hunter, and son of the famous painter. Millais published his Mammals of Great Britain and Ireland between 1904 and 1906. In the third volume of this book, the caption of a photograph of St Kilda sheep, probably taken at Allerton Park (North Yorkshire), claimed that these sheep had been named in error and that they were ‘a deteriorated variety of Hebridean sheep’. There are no prizes for guessing who had put this idea into Millais’s head. Other ‘experts’ followed his lead. In 1912 the zoologist Richard Lydekker wrote that ‘the small black so-called St Kilda sheep kept in several English parks appear to be of uncertain and mixed origin in most cases, being more or less crossed with black Welsh or other primitive breeds’.85 In the same year, Henry Elwes claimed that ‘it is probable, indeed almost certain, that the breed known generally as St Kilda in English parks is a mongrel in which the Blackfaced Scotch has a considerable share’.86 This was a time when livestock breeders such as Professor James Cossar Ewart of the University of Edinburgh were crossing Soay sheep with various other breeds. Ewart was quite enthusiastic about the results, and about the properties of Soay wool. He proclaimed that he was involved in a new search for the Golden Fleece; others were less enthusiastic.87 In the late 1950s the respected naturalist John Morton Boyd also doubted the provenance of the St Kildas.88

Some owners of St Kildas, deferring to the experts, started calling them Hebrideans too. At the same time, the MacLeods evidently wanted people to call the Soays ‘St Kildas’ – which would have been very confusing. Fortunately, almost nobody adopted this idea. Where did the name ‘Hebridean’ come from? Although pre-modern sheep, including some with four horns, evidently survived in various pockets of the Highlands and Islands into the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,89 there was never a recognised race of Hebridean sheep as such. ‘Hebridean’ was an occasionally used alternative name for St Kilda sheep. The 12th Duke of Hamilton kept St Kildas at Brodick Castle on the Isle of Arran, and also on his estate at Easton, near Wickham Market in East Suffolk. He must have acquired his St Kildas following a yacht trip to the archipelago in 1879. After his death in 1895, eighty ‘black Hebridean 4-horned sheep’ were sold from Brodick.90 A few months later, some ‘rare ornamental sheep’ described as ‘natives of St Kilda’ were sold from Henley, just north of Ipswich in Suffolk; they had been recently purchased from the executors of the late Duke of Hamilton.91 In 1891 Lady Osborne Elphinstone of Tulliallan Castle (beside the head of the Firth of Forth), showed two pens of black four-horned Hebridean sheep at the HASS show at Stirling, as well as ‘a web of tweed made from the wool of black Hebridean sheep’, in ‘a beautiful shade of dark brown’, ‘the natural colour of the wool of Hebridean four-horned sheep’ which was manufactured by Haggart’s in Aberfeldy, from ‘St Kilda wool’ sent by Lady Elphinstone.92 Three years earlier, at the HASS show at the People’s Park, Glasgow, she exhibited some ‘black Hebridean sheep’ which, ‘with their striking heads of horns’, attracted considerable attention. They were evidently St Kildas.93 In the late nineteenth century, then, ‘Hebridean’ was an occasionally used alternative name for St Kildas.

What lay behind the project of changing the name? The MacLeods were evidently attracted by the idea that the Soays, like themselves, were an ‘old family’, which had preserved its bloodline and was still under aristocratic ownership. By contrast, the St Kildas had belonged to their tenants, who also might be regarded as a mongrel race, a mixed crew of ‘convicts’ whom the MacLeods had sent to re-colonise Hirta in 1730. The MacLeods must surely have known that their claim was highly tendentious. After all, by this time ‘St Kildas’ were kept in the parks of some of the highest in the land. Just across the water from Skye, at Courthill on the shore of Loch Kishorn, Charles and Lady Anne Murray had been enthusiasts for at least fifteen years. The MacLeods cannot have been ignorant of the real provenance and recent history of these sheep. Their father had visited Hirta in 1886. Norman Magnus and Reginald themselves had been there in 1899.94 Norman Heathcote, husband of their niece (the first woman to scale Stac Li), had been there around the same time and had written a book on St Kilda. The MacLeods’ factor visited the archipelago twice a year and must have kept the family in touch. St Kilda sheep were probably still present on Hirta, in small numbers; in 1905 folds were ‘erected every here and there for the shelter of the small black sheep, the most audacious creatures I have ever looked upon, each of them having four horns’.95 Presumably the islanders were hoping to make a few sales of these redundant sheep.

Like the attempt to establish Dunvegan’s own brand of tweed, which happened at around the same time, the name change was a failure. Some owners started to call their St Kildas ‘Hebrideans’, but newspaper adverts and articles show that many owners did not. For much of the twentieth century, these sheep, increasingly kept by people from less rarified parts of the social firmament, were known as St Kildas. In the longer term, however, the MacLeods’ coup was successful. When interest in this ‘rare breed’ started to pick up in the 1970s, it was the name ‘Hebridean’ which emerged triumphant. The Hebridean Sheep Society was founded in 1994. There are now some 23,000 of these sheep on the planet, more than all the other British Northern short-tails put together; they are a rare-breed success story.96 An authoritative account published in 2003 asserts that the name St Kilda is ‘a somewhat fanciful invention by southern owners that was intended to add an aura of mystery and romance to their sheep’.97 But as we have seen, in historic terms it’s the name ‘Hebridean’ which is fanciful. Although old-fashioned sheep probably hung on for quite a long time in places, particularly in the Western Isles, there was never a race or breed known as the Hebridean until Millais and the MacLeods invented it. The sheep prized by aristocrats throughout Britain had been deemed a mongrel race with an inauthentic provenance by aristocrats who championed a rival rare breed, the Soay. In the long run, however, the mythical Hebridean sheep became the success story. If you eat Hebridean lamb, you are indirectly enjoying a piece of St Kilda.

How genetically ‘pure’ are today’s Hebridean sheep? Experts tend to think that their genetic inheritance may have been seriously affected by their time in parklands; one has suggested that they may now be about 30 per cent Jacob.98 However, at Weston Park in Staffordshire St Kildas have been run alongside Jacob sheep for well over a hundred years, and the two varieties still look distinct. At Weston it’s apparently not necessary to separate the rams at tupping-time in order to prevent ‘cross-breeding’ between St Kildas and Jacobs.99 Four late nineteenth-century flocks of St Kildas survive in England to this day, at Weston Park (Staffordshire), Tatton Park (Cheshire), Harewood Park and Kirk Hammerton (both in North Yorkshire). It’s remarkable that these flocks all descend from the contingent of sheep brought directly by sea from St Kilda to Furness and then to the north end of Lake Windermere by one of the Bridson family around 1870. That means that they should have preserved a relatively recent version of their St Kilda genetic inheritance, especially since rams from Kirk Hammerton were supplied to both Harewood Park and Weston Park over a period of at least sixty years.100 As we’ve seen, it’s possible that in northern Scotland some Hebrideans were spared the parkland experience and were not bred rigorously towards black. There may be some interesting opportunities here for geneticists seeking to reconstruct the history of domestic sheep in north-west Europe. I’m not sure that there is any other locality which has played host to three races of primeval sheep. And they are all available for study.

Breeding tells

Those who obtained and bred St Kilda sheep were not just local squires. They were members of a national elite101 – men from major landowning families, often with aristocratic pedigrees, or those who had acquired great wealth and prestige as mine-owners or industrialists.102 Often such men had been educated at Eton (or Harrow) and Christ Church, Oxford (or Trinity College, Cambridge). Quite frequently they were members of parliament, like Sir Thomas Kennedy, Sir Frederick Milbank and Sir Hussey Vivian. Many belonged to the Carlton Club. They held vast estates, mining, quarrying and industrial enterprises, or priceless real estate in London. At the upper end of the scale, the Duke of Portland owned 75,000 hectares, 120 of them in London, and over 14,000 hectares of deer forest in Scotland – which together with his mining interests gave him an annual income of almost £103,000.103 The Duke of Bedford held only 35,000 hectares, but they were worth over £140,000 a year to him – and that was before his land in London came into the reckoning. George Duff Assheton Smith of Vaynol Park owned 140,000 hectares (mostly in North Wales); Sir John Orde owned the whole of North Uist, which covers 30,000 hectares. Kennedy was a coal owner; Vivian had major interests in copper-smelting, railways and other industries around Swansea. Assheton Smith owned the mighty Dinorwic slate quarries, which employed 3,000 men. St Kilda sheep, already small, must have looked even more diminutive in the enormous parks in which they found themselves. Tatton Park near Manchester enclosed over 1,000 hectares; Vaynol’s perimeter wall was about 12km long and enclosed over 400 hectares.

The royal family also embraced St Kilda sheep, on one occasion perhaps literally, in June 1889, when a lamb exhibited at the Royal Agricultural Show was brought by royal command to meet Queen Victoria, its mother having died after being accidentally fed with oats.104 At the same show, Lord Vernon, from Sudbury Hall in Derbyshire, exhibited his ‘four-horned’ St Kildas.105 Queen Victoria later kept a few St Kildas at Windsor, three of which were donated to the London Zoo after her death.106 In 1930 Daisy, Countess of Warwick, the former mistress of Edward VII, claimed that she had been keeping St Kilda sheep at Easton Lodge in Essex for thirty years.107

These people generally did not rub shoulders with the great unwashed on the tourist steamships; they were wealthy enough to own or charter their own yachts, or to travel on them as guests. Not all these trips are documented. Several newspapers tell us that the Earl of Shaftesbury, the great Victorian social reformer, went to St Kilda on a steam yacht, probably in 1873, taking large quantities of tea, sugar and Bibles; that seems to be all that is known about this visit.108 And there is perhaps only one record of the visit in June 1840 of the laird, Sir John Macpherson MacLeod, who styled himself ‘of St Kilda’. MacLeod’s wife ‘gave a tartan shawl to every wife, nay, almost to every female in the island, together with cotton napkins, cotton cloth for shirting, clothing for old men and children, prizes or premiums for household or personal cleanliness, &c’. The colonel himself made a handsome present to the minister’s wife and left 20s ‘for each individual who was likely to suffer from want during the approaching season’.109

Someone like George Assheton Smith, for instance, was in an excellent position to visit St Kilda. Steam yachts, which started to become popular in the 1820s, were very much part of his family’s history. George himself owned the magnificent Pandora (the former gunboat hms Newport) which was built ‘of oak and teak, fastened with copper fit for coining, and sheathed with yellow metal’. He purchased her in 1882 from a famous Arctic explorer; registered at 499 tons and requiring a crew of thirty-five hands, she was often to be seen at Port Dinorwic and in the Menai Straits, where she ‘towered over every other craft’.110 Her owner made a voyage to Arctic waters, where he intended to hunt seals, walruses and whales. The expedition carried a taxidermist and took on an ice pilot and two harpooners in Norway.111 Assheton Smith took another two-month summer cruise in Arctic waters in 1884 and went there again in 1885.112

Visitors to his seat at Vaynol got off the train at Treborth (‘the private station for Vaynol Park’); they were then taken round by Miss Eurgain Lort, daughter of Assheton Smith’s friend and amanuensis, who fondled her pet badger while she talked. She showed them a tame bear from Russia, which ‘danced with native grace at the request of its mistress’. The park contained Icelandic sheep presumably obtained on one of these northern trips. Miss Lort had been to Arctic waters on the Pandora and had personally shot many of the ‘beautiful and rare stuffed birds in the overflowing rooms of the hall’.113 It is not known whether Assheton Smith visited St Kilda, though it’s likely that he did; the Pandora did undertake three cruises to Scotland.114

This, then, was a world of immense wealth and indulged whimsy, in which men wore St Kilda tweed and gazed upon St Kilda sheep in their parks. ‘Yachting’ was an early nineteenth-century invention, soon revolutionised by the introduction of the steam engine, first driving paddles and then propellors. ‘The steamer carries all the two score winds in her boilers,’ wrote a later commentator. ‘In a wet, grey calm . . . the little craft is not a pleasant habitation save to a very hardened philosopher . . . very poor and vulgar the steamer looks on a gay day when the beautiful schooners spread their pale plumage; but when the days are not gay the uses of vulgarity seem sweet.’115 In 1850 there were only three steam yachts in existence; in 1878 there were 282, and 1,128 in 1899, ranging from 20 to 2,000 tons. With their plush interior fittings, steam yachts might be chartered rather than owned outright. Given good weather, sailing through the Hebrides on a well-appointed yacht brought a new dimension to a hunting, shooting and fishing trip.

At first, when the St Kildans went on board these luxurious vessels, they seemed startled to see their own faces reflected in the gilded mirrors; one or two of them put pieces of coal to their lips. Rev. Neil Mackenzie claimed that they were acting out the roles of credulous ‘natives’ in the hope of receiving more baksheesh. Personally, I’m less cynical. In all probability the islanders, especially the younger ones who had never witnessed such marvels, were genuinely astonished. They also witnessed the extraordinary spectacle of Lady Acland playing the on-board piano for them, her family singing in chorus, with Sir Thomas perhaps providing a lusty ‘Hearts of Oak’ baritone. What did they sing – hymns, elegies of love and loss, sea shanties, patriotic ditties, harvest supper songs? Amazingly, the on-board piano has survived at Killerton Park in Devon; it’s a top-of-the-range Broadwood, made by a company which has been supplying pianos to famous musicians, royalty and members of the aristocracy since the early eighteenth century.116

St Kilda was also a mecca for those who collected stuffed birds or eggs. One or two people with wildlife interests managed to make friends with yacht-owners. The Duchess of Bedford had her pet naturalist, William Eagle Clarke of the Royal Scottish Museum, who had done groundbreaking research on bird migration, based on observations made by keepers of lighthouses and lightships. One regular visitor to St Kilda was Henry Evans, a banker from Darley Abbey in Derbyshire, who had built himself a house on Jura and owned (successively) at least three steam yachts; he spent many summers in the Hebrides and the Northern Isles. Despite having lost a leg in his youth, Evans claimed to have shot more deer than anyone else. He was also capable of getting close enough to baby seals to take very good photographs.117 Evans was friendly with Alfred Newton, Professor of Comparative Anatomy at Cambridge, taking the naturalist on his yacht to Lapland, Iceland, Spitsbergen, North America and the West Indies (where Newton’s father had owned slaves).118

The archipelago of St Kilda, as well as being home to a greater range of seabirds than anywhere else in the region, was said to have witnessed the extermination of Britain’s last great auk. Great auks’ eggs were extremely valuable.119 After 1884 St Kilda acquired another rare collector’s item – the St Kilda wren. Richard Barrington, a naturalist and mountaineer from Ireland, suspected that there might be something special about the wrens of the archipelago, and in 1883 he went there in order to get his hands on one. Surprisingly, he didn’t manage to do so; perhaps he became too obsessed with climbing Stac Biorach (which he did; it was a considerable achievement). However, he did send notes on the wren to the editor of Ibis.120

This was the prelude to an episode of ornithological skullduggery. In June of the following year, Charles Dixon, a keen amateur ornithologist, arranged to accompany the factor to St Kilda on his regular visit – which gave him a fortnight on the island. He soon realised that the local wren was not the normal mainland variety. Helped by the St Kildans – especially Donald MacQueen, reputedly the best climber and fowler on the island – he obtained a ‘skin’ of the bird, which he needed in order to provide a scientific description. Unfortunately, however, Dixon had got too close to Henry Seebohm, a Sheffield steel merchant and amateur ornithologist, whose agile scientific brain went with a pair of sharp elbows. Seebohm once famously wrote, in relation to the ornithological practice of shooting birds to get a proper look at them: ‘What’s hit is history, what’s missed is mystery.’121 In 1881 the two men had arranged to collaborate on a book, The History of British Birds; Seebohm paid Dixon a salary and promised him half of any profits. On his way home, Dixon stopped at Sheffield for a few days – during which Seebohm’s son took the wren-skin to London. Seebohm couldn’t resist the temptation to dash off a piece for The Zoologist, under his own name, claiming the discovery of the St Kilda wren. He said it was a new species – Troglodytes hirtensis – and that it was he who had ‘arranged’ for Dixon to visit St Kilda, having already ‘secured his services’. In fact, the young man had organised and paid for the trip himself, having got to know Factor Mackenzie the previous year.

Dixon’s claim to be the true discoverer of the St Kilda wren had to wait until 1885, when he got a short article into Ibis, with a superb colour lithograph of the bird by J.G. Keulemans. Later, in a magazine article, Seebohm became combative: ‘What a new terror is in store for authors,’ he wrote, ‘when an amanuensis or literary hack considers that his paid labours entitle him to style himself part-author of one’s work.’ He claimed that the picture of the wren which formed the frontispiece of Dixon’s book Our rarer birds had been ‘filched’ from Ibis without acknowledgement. Dixon took him to court for libel and won.122 At any rate St Kilda had acquired a new trophy. The wrens, stuffed or as ‘skins’ ready for the taxidermist, became collectors’ items – as did their eggs. By 1898 it was said that ‘the natives, incited by greed of gain, brought every wren they could lay their fingers on, and now, within fourteen years, there are scarcely sufficient left to carry on the race’.123 Wrens’ nests complete with blown eggs fetched high prices.124

Members of elites dress in a particular way, eat special foods, are expensively educated, intermarry within a closely defined group, have access to special kinds of knowledge. Those lower in the social scale are excluded from the elite lifestyle, sometimes by taboos, more frequently by the impossibility of maintaining expensive hobbies. For much of the nineteenth century, visiting Britain’s most remote islands required access to an ocean-going yacht – preferably a steam yacht capable of coping with the savagery of wind and sea, and furnished comfortably enough to soften the rigours of the Atlantic. St Kilda provided a variety of souvenirs for the great and the good. One could keep certain eye-catching black sheep in one’s park or wear a tweed suit instantly identifiable by a select few. One might possess a St Kilda wren or a clutch of its eggs, perhaps composed as a tasteful tableau by a taxidermist. After 1877 regular steamship trips widened access to St Kilda; less exalted folk were now able to acquire a trophy or two – if not a suit-length of tweed, then at least a pair of gloves or socks, or a copper badge made of nails from a wrecked ship.

As the nineteenth century was replaced by the twentieth, the popularity of the name ‘St Kilda’ became a talisman, a totem to be sported, an emblem of membership of a privileged elite, those who had visited these islands. For those in the know, either from direct experience or from reading the growing body of literature, the name unlocked a treasury of memory or flights of the imagination. And if some were keen to import the St Kilda label and affix it to almost anything, others wished to leave their mark on St Kilda. Visitors sought to introduce the islanders to novelties: apples and oranges, gramophones and musical boxes, films and circus tricks, sports and games. When I did archaeological work on Hirta, I was fascinated by the artefacts on show at the Puff Inn – the handiwork of late twentieth-century visitors keen to leave behind mementos of their stay. It was not only the signatures scrawled on the ceiling, under the influence of too many cans of gaseous beer; there were hand-painted slates commemorating the stays of particular work parties, as well as a lot of nautical paraphernalia, a tableau of miniature puffins, a stuffed teddy bear and erstwhile parachutist, and a rope cleverly knotted into a set of male genitalia – a bell-pull to be tugged only by someone willing to buy drinks for everyone in the bar. At my request, the NTS made a photographic record of the material record on display; some day, someone may find it of absorbing anthropological interest.


6

Triumph of the twill

Angus Fiddes, John Mackay’s replacement, arrived at three in the morning on Sunday July 31st, 1889. St Kilda was his dream posting – although he had few illusions. Unmarried and in his mid forties, an engineer in an earlier life,1 Angus was a progressive, energetic man with a much more relaxed, outgoing disposition than his predecessor. The son of a shoemaker in Portmahomack (near Cromarty), the sea was in his blood. He liked swimming, claiming that the autumn sea around St Kilda was ‘wondrously warm’ owing to the influence of the Gulf Stream.2 In 1894 he would bring a small boat to the island, intending to fish.3 Fiddes was described by Richard Kearton as ‘strong and athletic of form, kindly and cheerful of disposition, and intensely practical and full of common sense and feeling’.4 Fiddes was just the kind of man the community needed after twenty-four years of Mackay.

When the new minister arrived, three families were refusing to attend church. As Nurse MacKinlay took her leave of the island, her cockatoo uttered ominous cries of ‘Bad! Bad! Bad!’ The manse was in a very poor state. Singlehandedly Fiddes papered, painted and furnished it, and re-fixed the gutters.5 In May 1890 he almost literally threw himself into his new post, lending a hand with the strenuous sheep round-up on Soay. The gang was there for two days; at night they slept ‘under huge rocks’. Some of them thought they spotted a pair of great auks (which seems improbable).6 That summer, when the men were away on Boreray, Fiddes had to make a coffin for the ground officer’s mother-in-law; when they returned, they were very impressed.7 Fiddes didn’t think much of the islanders’ wood-working skills. ‘The natives are so unhandy. Poor men! They cannot handle a saw or a plane properly,’ he wrote.8 This wasn’t entirely fair on men who made and maintained intricate tumbler locks.

Within nine months or so, the minister found himself facing a tricky situation. John Campbell, an excursion agent in Sunderland, had visited Hirta in June 1889. A fellow tourist gave a boy an apple; apparently the child had no idea what to do with it. What struck Campbell most, however, was that the children on the island ‘had never been taught how to play’; they had no toys or musical instruments. On his return he immediately sent them marbles and a dozen tin whistles. A Sunderland friend sent out ‘some of those squeaking balloons which children so much delight in. These were supposed to be toy bagpipes, but the lungs of the little St Kildans had proved too strong for them, and they burst them at the first or second blow.’9 Campbell planned to return, bringing kites, tops and other childhood essentials. He also wanted to start a St Kilda Free Library. By mid September he had gathered a hundred books and decided to take them to the island the following season, on the Wednesday after Whit Sunday.10 His contact on St Kilda, the teacher John Ross, informed him that Ann Ferguson (dubbed ‘the queen of St Kilda’ by tourists) was getting married. Unfortunately, Angus Fiddes, being a probationer, was not licensed to conduct marriages; Ann and her fiancé, John Gillies, would have to travel to Glasgow. Campbell determined to help them marry at home.11 Why not put on a Whitsun holiday excursion, he mused, and take out the books for the library, and a man qualified to conduct marriages? In Sunderland, the idea caught people’s imagination. Wedding presents started to arrive; the trickle became a flood. Campbell attracted about thirty takers for the trip. Some of the presents they conjured up were intended for the St Kilda community rather than just the happy couple; some were offered by commercial donors who spotted an advertising opportunity. Campbell chartered the Clydesdale; among many other things she carried as many as 640 books, an American organ, a magic lantern and slides, thirty-six pairs of spectacles, 21lbs of nails, twenty-four microscopes, several alarm clocks, six mirrors, bottles of digestive syrup and hair restorer, jars of Bovril, a case of pork pies, a wedding dress, posies of orange blossoms and a wedding cake, a top hat for the bridegroom and fireworks.12 It was a veritable Victorian cornucopia. What could possibly go wrong?

Early in the morning of Wednesday May 28th, the Clydesdale steamed into Village Bay. Four journalists were on board, as well as John Rae, a Presbyterian minister. John Campbell wore his suit of St Kilda tweed. The ship was intercepted by a party of islanders in a small boat. Seventeen-year-old Alec Ferguson, son of the ground officer, told them his big sister’s wedding wasn’t going ahead. Donald Ferguson, the bride’s father, had proclaimed that when they wanted a wedding, they would arrange it themselves; for the time being, he was keeping his daughter at home. (Although Ann was twenty-five years of age, the old patriarch had been refusing to let her marry for at least a year.)13 Angus Fiddes also opposed the wedding. It was not right for the couple to be married by a Presbyterian; they should have got permission from the Moderator. A properly qualified minister would be arriving on Hirta in a month’s time. In any case, Fiddes wasn’t prepared to offer his services as a translator. Campbell was taken aback; he’d given plenty of notice, enough time for the banns to be read out in church. The attitude of Fiddes, who also happened to be the St Kilda registrar, seemed perverse.

And then, when the Fergusons discovered that the Presbyterian Church was affiliated to the Free Church, they decided the marriage could go ahead after all. However, Rae was unwilling to proceed. By this time, it was too late for the bride to get ready, and in any case she was reluctant to go against the minister’s wishes. During the day, bride and groom had busied themselves making money from the visitors – Ann selling knitwear, John demonstrating the art of fowling on the cliffs. Of the stack of ‘wedding presents’, only the books were unloaded (and left behind). Before the ship departed that evening, Alec Ferguson came on board, offering profuse apologies. The event provided excellent comic material for the newspapers. ‘You have no idea of the bigotry of those islanders,’ said Rae afterwards. When interviewed, Campbell denied that the affair was a joke, or ‘an excuse to have fun at the expense of the natives’. He insisted that he had been ‘simply helping the young people out of a difficulty’; the excursion ‘was got up with a view to developing the industries of the island, and to give the natives some knowledge of the ways of the world’.14 He had lost money on the venture. A month later, on June 24th, the couple were married by a minister from Arran.

A full agenda

Fiddes’s top priority was defeating infantile tetanus. Medical opinion was far from unanimous about its causes. A London doctor, writing in 1877, suggested that the key issue was the cutting of the umbilical cord.15 However, as late as 1886 Dr MacDonald of Beith claimed that ‘consanguinous marriages’ were to blame, producing infants predisposed to ‘a hyperaesthesia of the nerve-centres’.16 In response to the departure of Nurse MacKinlay, the islanders had immediately written to the laird threatening to leave the island.17 Fiddes organised a petition to Queen Victoria.18 By August 1890, however, he had recruited Jessie Chisnhall from the Glasgow Sick Poor and Nursing Association, which trained district nurses.19 Jessie may have had a special interest in child mortality. During her fifteen-year marriage to an English railwayman, she had lost no fewer than four of her children at around the age of two and another at five.20 During her first winter on Hirta, one of the island’s babies was still-born, two died and two lived. The two which lived were those whose births she had supervised. Urged by the people, in July 1891 minister and nurse went to see William Louden Reid, Professor of Midwifery at Anderson’s College, Glasgow – probably Scotland’s leading expert on childbirth. Reid outlined a midwifery plan for them.21

The following winter there were no infant deaths. The need for a resident nurse was conclusively demonstrated; the people faced epidemics of influenza, typhus and whooping cough.22 Unfortunately, an unholy row broke out between Angus Fiddes and Jessie Chisnhall – who had been living at the manse and acting as the minister’s housekeeper. The nurse had started out in domestic service. Now married to a vet, and in her mid forties, she was a tough-minded character. At the beginning of March 1892 she left the manse and took up residence at the factor’s house. In May it was reported that there was ‘a three-cornered quarrel between the minister and some of the people and the nurse’.23 Nurse Chisnhall worked out her contract and left in June. Bad feeling continued; the trouble was finally sorted out in August by two Free Church deputies, who reported that the causes of the dissension were entirely trivial.24

That summer, Fiddes took a long leave. Although he advertised for a nurse, no Gaelic speaker could be found for the post. The situation was critical. Not everyone believed that tetanus had been defeated; in August Marion MacQueen, who had lost several babies, took the Hebridean to Harris, where she planned to spend her confinement.25 In Glasgow, the minister didn’t get to see Professor Reid, but he was able to consult one of his colleagues, Dr Turner. The young and brilliant Dr Munro Kerr, who had studied obstetrics and gynaecology in Vienna, Berlin and Dublin, was also involved in devising a new St Kilda midwifery plan.26 Two years later, Fiddes was able to leave a note for Turner, reporting that he had not lost a single baby since returning to the island, and detailing his midwifery methods. Dr Turner wrote back with comments and suggestions. Fiddes had won a great victory. In retrospect, one wonders why best midwifery practice had not been applied earlier, not least when the well-connected and self-confident Emily MacLeod involved herself in the affairs of the island.

Fiddes wanted to improve the manse garden. He grew peas, beans, carrots, rhubarb and strawberries, and noted that the islanders had never seen gooseberries. Not having been on Hirta very long, he asked for help in obtaining some fruit trees.27 The village houses, Fiddes decided, needed plank floors and internal wooden wall linings. Paying for the wood himself, he diplomatically started with the houses of the recently married ground officer’s daughter and the ground officer himself. He hoped that other crofters would copy his efforts. They started whitewashing the houses and bringing in pebbles from the beach. By 1902 many houses had cement floors in the kitchen and wooden ones in the bedroom, the walls and ceiling of which were now match-boarded.28

 The people were handicapped without a wheelbarrow; the one belonging to Rev. Neil Mackenzie was long gone. They had to carry stones in creels all the way from the shore. They managed to improve the surfaces of the island’s ‘roads’, including the all-important one leading to the church and manse, but more needed to be done; in 1892 they had not yet got round to the Street. During his summer leave, Fiddes wrote a letter to the North British Daily Mail listing his requirements.29 The islanders needed furniture, new mattresses of striped calico, with bedclothes, and household crockery, including teapots, along with a sewing-machine (ideally a Singer’s No. 2), an iron and an ironing-board.

Fiddes also needed money to buy two horses, a plough and harrows, and a light cart, with harness (‘to teach these people the art of agriculture’). He was looking for funds to buy ‘1600 yards of wire fencing, with pillars and stretcher, for a pinfold’. The St Kildans needed seed-corn, barley and oats – not to mention sixteen wheelbarrows. A circular saw and an iron bench would also be useful; importing sawn planks from Skye was expensive.30 Fiddes wrote to a contact in England, inviting him to raise £35 for the saw, which would be a present from the people of Watford.31 Around this time a wheelbarrow arrived, gaily painted and bearing the name ‘Camlachie’ (an area of Glasgow).32

The minister wanted a small portable forge, as well as powder and steel jumpers, to blast rock in the narrow channel between Dun and Hirta, in order to widen the island boatmen’s short-cut to Soay and the south-west coast. Improvements to landing facilities at Village Bay were long overdue. In 1882 one observer had noted that ‘the usual mode of landing, even in the most favourable weather, is simply to wait close on the shore and watch for a good big rolling wave to carry the boat high up on a ledge of the rocky beach, and leave it there to be instantly surrounded by a crowd of islanders to pull it higher up and make it secure’.33 Fiddes proposed a concrete walkway 60 yards long and 4ft wide, requiring several tons of cement. (In due course he used cement for the central aisle in the church.)34 St Kilda also needed a dockside crane and a new winch and chain, with rollers and associated features. Anyone wishing to help should get in touch with the editor of the North British Daily Mail – or with the minister himself, at the temperance hotel where he was staying, near Glasgow Central station.35

Fiddes’s campaign for a lighthouse acquired more urgency after a Spanish barque was wrecked on Hirta on the first night of 1896, and the Hirteach took care of fourteen shipwrecked sailors.36 The minister was concerned about the large number of trawlers operating in local waters; every night he placed a light in the manse window as a guide for visiting vessels.37 The important thing about a lighthouse, of course, would have been the regular visits of its supply vessel.

In 1885–6 Henry Otter (by this time an admiral), Commander Prickett of the Jackal and Factor Mackenzie had each put forward ideas for harbour works, involving blasting a passage through the rocks at the edge of the sea and creating a basin or an incline leading up to a capstan.38 None of these plans was realised – not least because of the lukewarm attitude of the laird, whose permission was required.39 In 1898, three years after the laird’s death, Fiddes re-opened the campaign. During his summer leave he ‘laid the necessity of a harbour before a number of influential gentlemen’, returning confident that the following year visitors would be landed at a pier.40

The new laird was literally more constructive than his predecessor.41 A pier was built, the islanders providing some of the labour. They were paid 2s 6d per day for five days’ work, and they worked free of charge on the sixth day (Saturday, when they were supposed to be preparing for the Sabbath).42 The foreman and a gang of workmen came out from the mainland. One of them brought the ‘boat cold’. According to the Scotsman, the St Kildans therefore ‘took a great dislike to him, and great was their joy when he fell off some scaffolding and injured himself rather badly’.43 After the pier was constructed, Hirta was ‘inundated’ by fish-curers asking permission to put up some sheds. They were unsuccessful.44 In 1898 a schoolroom was added to the church. In 1900 a sub post office was set up at the manse, Fiddes receiving £5 per year as postmaster; he intended to train others to take over the job. By the time the minister left, in 1902, St Kilda’s infrastructure had been extensively upgraded.

For most of Fiddes’s time on the island, there was no teacher and no dedicated schoolroom; the minister had to see to the youngsters’ education himself. In 1890 the school was annexed to the education department ‘with a view to obtaining a grant’;45 Fiddes brought it into the state educational system, which meant that regular inspections took place. It came under the aegis of the School Board of Harris, and the teaching was solely in English.46

Fiddes looked after people. During his annual holiday on the mainland, when he sometimes took one or two of the young men of Hirta with him, he regularly placed ‘considerable orders for all classes of commodities necessary to tide over the long winter and spring’.47 His concern for the welfare of the islanders is well illustrated by the writing of Christina (Kirsty) MacDonald MacQueen. ‘Upwards of thirty years ago [i.e., in the 1890s],’ she wrote, ‘. . . we had to perform all manner of tasks, from carrying the bags of meal and flour from the shore to the cottages to walking a hundred yards over a boulder-strewn track carrying large pots of boiling oil to the factor’s house. No wonder the minister (old Angus Fiddes) put a stop to the practice. If we had tripped we would have been scalded to death. The oil was the savings for the whole year. It was kept in barrels in the byre. As it lay throughout the winter it hardened, and had therefore to be melted down again when the tacksman came to measure our output. Standing with a piece of stick in his hand, the island bailiff would mark thereon, with a nick, each gallon of oil you emptied into the factor’s drums. The minister made the tacksman bring his oil vessels to the door of every dwelling and so save us the long and dangerous walk.’48 The factor could perfectly well have supplied empty drums, or allowed credit for barrels of congealed oil, rather than demanding that the islanders re-liquidise it.

Fishermen’s friends

For centuries, deep-sea fishermen from several nations had been calling at St Kilda in their pursuit of the piscatorial plenitude of the Rockall Bank.49 In the last decade of the nineteenth century, their visits became much more frequent. The recent development of steam trawlers was a great boost for the Atlantic fishing industry, especially for the Lancashire port of Fleetwood, where these vessels started working in 1891. Fleetwood trawlers were well placed to obtain coal from the Burnley coalfield, and to supply fish to industrial south Lancashire. In 1898 James Marr sent five steam trawlers over from Hull and started to develop hake fishing. The Boston Deep Sea Fishing and Ice Company, also from eastern England, arrived in 1922. In 1904 there were fifteen steam trawlers at Fleetwood; by 1910 they numbered over 100. The Edwardian steam otter trawler has been described as ‘a superlative machine for gathering food’50 (though it also seriously damaged the seabed). In 1911 the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway completed the construction of a large new fish dock at Fleetwood, which became an important link in the supply chain for that staple of the English working-class diet, fish and chips. Some of the trawlers which turned up at St Kilda, however, came from east-coast ports such as Aberdeen, Hull and Grimsby.51

Usually, fishermen came into Parson’s Bay to shelter, take on water or observe the Sabbath. Fishermen tend to be highly superstitious. Their taboo on whistling on a boat evidently spread to the islanders, who were annoyed even when they heard it on land. Such careless behaviour might well whistle up a storm.52 By arrangement with the General Post Office (GPO), trawlers handled the mail. Sometimes they would carry passengers or take messages or medicines. Such services depended on the weather and took second place to catching fish and getting them to market. Trawler skippers were competitive and cunning. Some shadowed the most profitable boats to discover the secrets of their success; it sometimes paid a skipper to carry extra-large quantities of food in order to have more staying power than his rivals. In March 1907 Alice MacLachlan at the manse noted ‘great fun among the trawlers. The Knowsie means to wait until the others are starved out as they are only provisioned for a week and Knowsie for three weeks . . . all the Aberdeen boats went to follow the Knowsie to see where she gets the fish.’53 Sometimes the islanders gave food to the trawlermen54 – help which may have been crucial in competitive situations. It might sometimes pay a skipper to pause at St Kilda for a while. Over the eight months or so from October 1896, Angus Fiddes logged fifty-five trawler visits.55 During bad weather, Parson’s Bay looked like a fishing port, with a couple of dozen or more boats at anchor. One day, not long after the First World War, the missionary’s daughter counted forty-seven of them.56 The islanders became good at recognising their names and liveries. As trawlermen sometimes landed on Boreray and helped themselves to a sheep or two,57 such knowledge could come in useful.

In general, trawlermen and St Kildans got on well. The fishermen provided food and coal – out of generosity and also in response to specific orders. A long weekend in 1903 illustrates the relationship at its most elaborate.58 The Aberdeen trawler Evening Star, skippered by Thomas Ritchie – a good friend of the islanders – arrived on Friday October 30th, bringing mail. She also carried provisions, and clothes to sell, from an Aberdeen shop. On Sunday everyone went to church, and the fishermen were invited to dinner by the missionary, John Fraser. On the Tuesday evening, they distributed presents from Aberdonians, which were sorted into lots by nine islanders who came on board, writing the families’ names on cards. Without looking at the names, the skipper distributed the presents. Most were in ‘fancy boxes’ and appealed to the women; the men got silk ties. William MacDonald wrote a thank you letter. On the following Wednesday, the Evening Star took the missionary and a couple of islanders on a trip to her fishing grounds.

The trawler skippers were ‘about the toughest mariners that sail the seas’, but they were often kind to the St Kildans. There’s a wonderful description of a Fleetwood skipper chasing ‘round from one shop to another, paying for each purchase out of his own pocket without knowing or heeding how long he might have to wait for repayment. At each shop he informed the shop-keeper in picturesque and vigorous language exactly what he thought of the islanders and the state of their mental health as evidenced by their tenacity in clinging to that ocean rock. But then he would relent and add a few words of condolence with them in their hard lot.’ The skipper’s tiny cabin was crammed with things for St Kilda, with a bulging mailbag and everything from whisky to clothes-pegs.59 Sometimes, the good-natured captains had to sell St Kilda tweed, sheep-skins or birds-eggs in order to get the money to pay for the supplies they had bought.60 In 1928 Captain Carter of the Loughrigg said that he was hoping to make a special call at St Kilda because an old man whom he had known for many years was losing his sight, and he wanted to set eyes on the captain for the last time.61

In 1907 the minister and four St Kildans petitioned the Scottish Office for the release from prison of Captain Walkner of the Knowsie, who had been prosecuted for fishing within Borerary’s 3-mile limit and refused to pay the fine. The petitioners pointed out that the Knowsie had a fine record of bringing them food and mail and taking off the occasional islander for medical treatment. Her captain had brought the first barrel of apples to the island.62 They themselves hadn’t fished these waters within living memory, they said; the Knowsie’s offence was merely technical. It seems that the petition succeeded in securing the captain’s early release.63 I suspect that going on board a trawler of an evening must have been a good way of enjoying a discreet dram or two. One can only imagine the interchange between Hebridean English and the patois of Hull or Fleetwood – the sign language, the sharing of alcohol and tobacco, the smiles and gifts which went with warm if staccato friendships. Like the St Kildans, the fishermen belonged to close-knit, culturally esoteric communities. Interactions with middle-class tourists will not have prepared the islanders for the more proletarian aspects of mainland culture.

The Aberdonian Donald Craig, skipper of the Brilliant Star, first went to St Kilda in 1903. ‘I fell in love with the St Kildan people and they fell for me,’ he said later. He rarely accepted payment for supplies and claimed to have introduced football to Hirta, having bought the match ball of the Aberdeen-Rangers contest just after the First World War and presented it to the islanders (they were still using it eight years later).64 The next time Craig’s crew returned, they played a ‘hectic’ game with the St Kilda team, and lost.65 Craig enrolled some St Kildans in the White Man’s League of Friendship, an organisation which mercifully seems to have sunk without trace; the skipper handed out badges.66 He also organised hill-climbing competitions, hiding caches of money on various hill-tops.67 In 1908 he arrived at Christmas, bringing a tree and some fish. On that occasion, the fisheries protection vessel Minna also turned up, bringing three of the oldest inhabitants their first pensions, and catching a couple of trawlers illegally fishing, to the distress of the islanders.68 (A key aspect of their relationship with the trawlermen was that they did not snitch on them.) Donald Craig, described as ‘the king of St Kilda’ when he died in 1978 at the age of ninety-seven, had a full life, serving at sea in both world wars and helping Soviet Russians to set up a fishing industry at Vladivostok in 1929–33.69

Some trawlermen did not warm to the islanders. In 1927 Jack Snape, skipper of the Fleetwood trawler Cymrea, characterised St Kilda’s men as lazy and ungrateful – inveterate cigarette-cadgers, too mean to pay postage on letters, and too lazy to unload large boxes of donated supplies from ships; they also treated women badly. To beg, they dressed themselves up in the oldest rags they could find; thus arrayed, said Snape, they told harrowing stories of hardship that invariably touched the purse-strings of the visitors. Alec Ferguson rejected these calumnies, noting that his countrymen actually smoked ‘thick black tobacco’ rather than new-fangled cigarettes, claiming that their women were better treated than those on the mainland, and complaining that the trawlers had taken ling and cod, which were now no longer significant St Kilda exports. In summary, the islanders were ‘happy and contented, industrious, and energetic’ and appreciated ‘to the fullest the kindness and gifts of thoughtful people in Britain’.70 Alec was a tireless advocate of the St Kildans’ cause.

A powerful elder

The key political relationship in the 1890s must have been that between Angus Fiddes and Donald Ferguson, the ground officer – described in 1889 as ‘a sturdy, red-whiskered man’, ‘very frank and open’.71 Donald was a church elder, along with his old father Neil and his father-in-law John Gillies. He was an ebullient preacher;72 people regarded him as ‘a great don in the pulpit’.73 One cannot help thinking that those rebuked for sleeping during his sermons must have been somewhat hard of hearing.

Donald had witnessed many vicissitudes in his fifty-seven years. He had lived through the turbulent times following the Disruption. In 1861 he had married Rachel Gillies and moved into a new cottage. During the first ten years of their marriage, Rachel had lost all but one of her seven babies (three of whom had been named Alexander, Neil and Donald). Perhaps the couple came to feel that a change of midwife might be a good idea – their son, Alexander the second, was born at An t’Ob on Harris. Rachel later gave birth to three more boys, with Neil and Donald also taking the names of their short-lived predecessors. In middle age, Donald Ferguson senior had endured the inadequacies of John Mackay, eventually leading a successful coup against him. When Fiddes arrived, Donald’s father Neil was nominally still ground officer, at the age of eighty-two.74 In 1886 eight of the croft-holders had been at least sixty-nine years of age. By 1895 these Methuselahs, including Donald’s father, had passed away. The obduracy of old men was no longer a serious issue; six crofts were now in female hands, and only two of the ten male croft-holders were older than the ground officer. Donald’s hold over the mód, and his sway within the community as a whole, must have been a good deal stronger than that of his father, who had had numerous age-mates to argue with him.

Angus Fiddes had to tread warily. One wonders how he felt about having his sermons discussed on Monday mornings by the mód (chairman, D. Ferguson, experienced lay preacher).75 To the end of his life, Donald was undiminished. At eighty he acted as the missionary’s locum, not long before the First World War.76 In 1918, just a couple of months before he died, he was seen standing above the Oiseval cliffs, shaking his walking-stick at the departing U-boat which had shelled the village, and shouting: ‘I wish this was a gun. I would shoot you right now, you devils.’77 The Fergusons were not necessarily open to the march of progress. In 1879 the Fifeshire Journal reported that ‘a man who seems to be a leader among the St Kildans’ peremptorily forbade a proposed vaccination and resisted all attempts to talk him round. ‘The minister did not seem able or willing to interfere.’78 The man referred to must have been Donald or his father. The Fergusons must also have been implicated in the resistance to Emily MacLeod’s nurses in the 1880s. The pig-headed anti-vax attitude surfaced again in 1896, when a doctor departed without having vaccinated any of the children.79 In 1879 Matthew Heddle, Professor of Chemistry at the University of St Andrews, was concerned that the islanders were burning turf rather than peat, and thus damaging good pasture land (above the head dyke, the scoured ground still hasn’t recovered). Heddle took a good look round and spotted good peat elsewhere. He boldly called a meeting to raise his environmental concerns. However, the man who had opposed vaccination, ‘the Boss’, as the newspaper called him, was adamantly against the idea of taking peat from so far away, saying that it would never dry ‘up there’.80

Donald Ferguson could be a ferocious adversary. To become a good lay preacher, however, he must also have been thoughtful and intelligent. In 1912, when the Daily Mirror sent the Hull tug Victor to Hirta, ‘well equipped with every conceivable necessity from cocoa to pipes and tobacco’, Donald greeted the arrival of the relief supplies with improvised Gaelic poetry.81 An illuminating photograph of him has survived from around the time of the First World War;82 in his Sunday best he looks every inch the Victorian patriarch – a respected lay preacher and community leader.

Donald’s ‘gifts of exhortation’ were known in Glasgow, where he preached during occasional visits to his son.83 His younger brother, Neil, had left the island to become a naval engineer (probably encouraged by Captain Otter). Neil’s son, Donald Finlay Ferguson, became an accountant at the Paris office of the multinational engineering firm Babcock and Wilcox and spent his entire career there, marrying a Frenchwoman. In Paris, he dined out on his Scottish and St Kildan ancestry. A 6ft 2ins ‘St Kilda fanatic’, he was a keen cyclist and a long-distance runner, who won the race from Paris to Chantilly at the age of over fifty, a cabbage leaf protecting his head from the sun. For Sunday lunch with his best French friend, Donald Finlay always sported full Highland dress. He often wore suits made of St Kilda tweed, which were very serviceable on the golf course and when out cycling; however, according to his daughter Joujou, the strong smell they gave off, especially when wet, made them rather less welcome on the Paris Metro. At Hogmanay he held big parties and sang the songs of Burns. He did a lot of work to improve the lot of the poor; he believed that everyone, whatever their race, colour or creed, should be respected. And the important thing about Donald Finlay was that (allegedly) he visited St Kilda every year without fail, going there by himself, taking presents for the children, including a bicycle and a Christmas tree. It’s hard to believe that the progressive views of this remarkable man, presumably rooted in both Scottish and French philosophical traditions, had no influence on the political attitudes of the Fergusons.84

The rising son

In the final decade of Queen Victoria’s reign, and the following thirteen years before the First Wortld War, the conditions of life on Hirta improved considerably. This was the consequence of both ‘free enterprise’, in that the islanders became good at tweed production and the tourist trade, and also ‘socialism’, in the sense that they increasingly took collective action in order to right perceived wrongs.

One thing which made both Angus Fiddes and Donald Ferguson proud was the promise shown by Alec, Donald’s eldest son. When just shy of his sixteenth birthday, Alec went to Glasgow with John MacDonald, a St Kilda lad of the same age, in order ‘to push his fortune’, a gentleman from the big city having promised to look after him.85 His companion was offered a job in Glasgow but wouldn’t take it, resolving to return home by the first steamer.86 Alec came back for the winter, during which he sent off mailboat letters to a couple of overseas contacts and witnessed his father’s revolt against the manse.87 Fiddes gave him private tuition in Latin, Greek and mathematics – two hours in the evening, five days a week, having spent six hours teaching the younger children during the day.88 Alec was a live wire. On the day of his sister’s postponed wedding, he found time to strike up a relationship with one of the visitors. A couple of weeks later, he wrote to his new acquaintance, noting that he had got three petrels and some eggs for him ‘which I will forward you just now as long as they are fresh and fit for stuffing’. He added: ‘I would like if you would get me a pipe for blowing eggs with the hand, and a tool for boring them, also stuff for preserving birds.’89 It is not known how far Alec managed to master the tricky craft of taxidermy; one or two of his fellow islanders certainly did so.

In October 1889, at a unionist banquet at the Station Hotel in Inverness, the Lord Advocate (a Conservative MP) congratulated the island’s weavers on the fact that fourteen households were producing 1,600 yards (1,950m) of tweed in an average year, bringing in around £250 in total.90 At this time the factor was only taking about 45 per cent of their output;91 presumably the rest was sold to tourists. The amount of tweed thus disposed of could be quite considerable; one day in 1880 over £50 worth was sold, which at 3s 6d per yard represented over 285 yards.92 It must have been clear that there was scope for another wholesaler. And then on October 30th, 1891, the factor’s sailing smack, the Robert Hadden, was wrecked on the south coast of Mull while bringing coal to Dunvegan. This was a devastating blow to Factor Mackenzie’s freedom of movement. The factor now had to charter a boat – or make use of the steamships, which made it possible to transport serious amounts of meal, grain and coal to St Kilda without personal risk.

The Fergusons must have sensed an opportunity. In the summer of 1892 Alec was sent to Glasgow again. Fiddes had contacted friends there, with a view to continuing the young man’s education.93 From the outset, young Ferguson took tweed to sell.94 From now on he was based in Glasgow, returning to Hirta every year on the first steamship of the season, bringing goods to exchange for tweed. He could now compete directly with the factor, who went out on the same ship. It became Alec’s custom to stay on Hirta for about a month, in early summer. He used the time partly to obtain birds’ eggs, which he also sold in Glasgow.95 By July 1892, soon after Alec’s arrival in Glasgow, the Hebridean was landing ‘two large boatloads of provisions for the natives, who are learning the benefits of dealing independently with merchants’.96 At this time the islanders gave Alec the task of writing a letter to the trustees of the Kelsall fund, couched in correct business language and noting that it had been ‘unanimously resolved’ at a meeting to ‘authorise’ the trustees to hand certain sums of money to Factor Mackenzie for repairing their boats.97

Alec Ferguson found work at Cooper’s, the big Glasgow grocery store;98 he also attended evening classes. The following year Fiddes persuaded the firm to employ another young St Kildan, Donald MacDonald from croft 16 (‘a most intelligent young man’), to keep Alec company; in early 1894 they were living in shared rented accommodation at 23 Shaftesbury Street.99 Sadly, Donald died of pneumonia a couple of years later.100 Another young friend from St Kilda, Finlay Gillies, spent three weeks in Glasgow with Alec, going home ‘full of modern ideas’ which he was unable to put into practice, dying of what sounds like tuberculosis soon afterwards.101 Glasgow was not a healthy city.

By 1899, when he was twenty-seven, Alec was in business as ‘A.G. Ferguson, tweed manufacturer’, operating from commercial premises at 93 Hope Street, close to Glasgow Central station. In 1901, at the United Free Church on the Isle of Arran, he married Cathie Sinclair, daughter of a joiner and cabinet-maker. Alec and Cathie had both been living in Clarence Street, Kingston, which ran in part between the imposing buildings of the former Co-op, now just south-east of the M8 bridge over the Clyde. Alec took his bride to a more salubrious home across the river, on South Park Drive, facing the new Victoria Park. His youngest brother Donald also emigrated to Glasgow, taking an apprenticeship as a shipyard carpenter and continuing his theological education by evening class. A total abstainer, he preached on street corners on Saturday nights, denouncing sin and inviting passers-by to ‘ways of pleasantness and peace’.102

By 1903 Alec felt able to offer to dispose of the factor’s entire stock of St Kilda tweed, ‘at the best possible prices’;103 by 1905 he was also dealing in tweed from Harris. Who gained from the Fergusons’ initiative? Some cash would undoubtedly ‘trickle across’ to relatives; Alec had an older sister on croft 15, maternal aunts on crofts 7, 9 and 13, and a paternal aunt on croft 12. The estate’s monopoly had been replaced by a duopoly, increasing the Fergusons’ power within the St Kilda community. They must have congratulated themselves on now being on more equal terms with the factor and delivering a blow against the power of the laird. Although they were the most prosperous family on Hirta, apparently the Fergusons were always ‘indignant and angry’ at the way the MacLeods of Dunvegan exploited the St Kildans.104 Given that the Fergusons were in receipt of ground officer’s fees from the estate, setting up the family’s brightest star to compete with the factor’s trading operation was a highly subversive thing to do. After all, John Tolmie Mackenzie had spent the best part of twenty years putting weaving on a commercial basis and establishing St Kilda tweed’s reputation. He had tried to claim a monopoly; people did not dare to sell tweed to the tourists when the factor was present.105

A.G.’s initiative must have reduced the scope for other St Kildan families to sell tweed directly to tourists (or to stand up to the Fergusons). Although the Ferguson family was dependent on the work of their fellow islanders, I’m not sure that Alec’s business was intended primarily for the benefit of the community. The man himself led something of a double life, as a St Kildan in the early summer, a busy Glasgow businessman for much of the rest of the year. He may have been assisted by William MacDonald from croft number 3, three years his junior, who told the Sunday Post in 1923 that for each of the last thirty-two years he had been away from his native island every year for several weeks, ‘marketing [his own] homespun tweed’.106

The fruit of the loom

Getting rid of the incubus of infantile tetanus could not by itself solve Hirta’s demographic problems. Work on Bill Lawson’s family reconstructions reveals that young men had very few prospective marriage partners. And since tetanus killed more boys than girls, the situation for young women was worse. Nor could improved midwifery instantly repair the mismatch between the lop-sided composition of families and the range of gender-specific tasks to be performed. Ideally, a married man in the prime of life might reasonably hope for the help of a son who would herd his sheep, learn to climb and catch birds, and then start weaving, gradually taking over as his father aged and his eyesight declined. A married woman would hope for a daughter to help around the house and croft, learn to milk the cow, make butter and cheese, and spin wool, making a major contribution to the family’s output. In 1900, however, only six crofts contained married couples blessed with both a son and a daughter who had lived to maturity. Of those six, number 9 held a daughter forty years younger than her stepmother, and Ewen MacDonald at number 16 was forty-three years younger than his father.

St Kilda’s commercial tweed production went from strength to strength. This was just as well, since the traditional economy, in principle more diversified and flexible than most, was becoming less viable. Also the islanders were running low on locally-sourced fuel. In 1896 Angus Fiddes appealed for coal to be transported by an Aberdeen trawler; ‘during this wet season the peats have been completely soaked’, he wrote.107 In 1902 an eloquent letter, sent by mailboat and written by Ewen Gillies, was washed up on Shetland. ‘I have to tell you,’ wrote Ewen, ‘that we are running short of fire, and that it is because of the wet summer, for there is not any man that can remember seeing so wet a summer as the last, so we did not get no peat or turf dried, and we did not know what to do for cooking our meat. So we trust if one of our Majesty’s mailboats will come to see us he will send us a few tons of coals to help through the long and cold winter.’108

A croft was not big enough to sustain even a typically small St Kilda family in carbohydrates, and poor harvests were all too frequent. The islanders needed cash or commodities to exchange for basic foodstuffs, not to mention tobacco and a variety of consumer goods and modern novelties. By this time pedlars had taken to visiting Hirta, making it ‘possible for the women to spend 3s 6d on a coloured handkerchief worth perhaps 4d’.109 The monetary value of their tweed and blanketing now allowed the Hirteach to obtain not only vital supplies but also consumer goods and fripperies which they had discovered when working on the mainland or meeting tourists. In 1903 Finlay MacQueen’s sweet-toothed family at number 2 purchased from the factor 60lbs (27kg) of sugar, a bottle of peppermints and 14lbs (6kg) of treacle. Finlay and/or his wife were evidently great coffee drinkers; they were invoiced for 21lbs (9.5kg) of it. In the same year, ‘Rob Roy shawls’ were purchased at number 1 and number 16. In 1906, a typical request list to the factor, from a poor family, comprised 7 bolls meal, 7 bolls flour, 1 stone baking soda, 4 pairs wool cards, 4 cwt salt, 1 spade, 1 scythe blade, 150lb sugar, 10lb tea, 10 yards navy blue cloth, 8 pints paraffin oil, 10 bars soup, 2 stones washing powder. Also there were ‘medicines’ such as castor oil, as well as the bottle of brandy purchased by Donald Ferguson (doubtless for medicinal purposes) and the whisky bought by William MacDonald at number 3.110 In the same year, Captain Ritchie of the Aberdeen trawler Evening Star was given a long list of orders which he duly wrote down in his notebook. It included sugar, tea, coffee, treacle, syrup, butter, barley, marmalade, sweeties and cheese. ‘One man wants a cwt of potatoes of the British Queen variety, and another asks for 4 stones of the Champion sort.’ They also asked for nails, felt tacks, paraffin oil, a stable lantern, a cooking pot with a bow handle, brown kid slippers for the schoolmaster and ‘a new waistcoat of a fashionable check pattern to match his suit’. ‘The island giant, Neil, has given orders for a new pair of trousers, blue woollen, size 7.’111

Alec Ferguson’s business prospered. Just before the Great War, he was able to buy a modest house in the country, one of a row of newly constructed terrace houses on Dalnottar Hill Road, Old Kilpatrick, to the west of Glasgow. These houses do not look particularly special today; when I took a look at Alec’s old home, it displayed a weather-beaten garden gnome and a set of plastic windows waiting to be installed. Back in the day, however, its master bedroom enjoyed one of the most celebrated views in Scotland – the much-painted prospect of the River Clyde from Dalnottar Hill, with the historic Rock of Dumbarton in the middle distance. Alas, this panorama is now obscured by bungalows, not to mention the Erskine Bridge; it’s just possible to capture it from the footway on the bridge, if you poke your camera or phone through the ironwork. Just down the hill stood the United Free church, where the Fergusons would have worshipped. Alec was planning to buy a boat; access to a berth at Dumbarton may have been important. The view down the Clyde probably evoked the freedom of the sea, the highway to his native isle. He spent much time away from home, doing deals and making contacts. Sometimes he appears on photographs taken at St Kilda, a somewhat incongruous figure, revisiting the haunts of his youth; he was not too grand to catch a few birds or blow some eggs. To market tweed he travelled to London and, occasionally, to Norway.112 A.G. also acted as the unofficial St Kilda consul in Glasgow. Number 7 Dalnottar Hill Road (in due course named ‘St Kilda House’)113 often housed St Kildan guests. Ferguson helped newly arrived islanders to find their feet, getting them jobs in shipbuilding; the Napier and Miller yard was just down the hill. He and Cathie sometimes employed St Kilda girls as housemaids. Alec was to live on Dalnottar Hill Road for the rest of his long life (he died in 1960).

Having virtually doubled since the late 1880s, production of tweed peaked around 1910. In May 1908 the average annual production of St Kilda tweed was estimated at around 3,000 St Kilda yards (3,600m).114 In 1911 twelve households contained active weavers, each producing on average some 250 yards (300m) of tweed. In 1908 four sample households disposed of an average of 117 yards each to the Dunvegan estate; if this was the average amount supplied by each of the sixteen households, the estate was taking 1,872 yards, or about 62 per cent of the island’s output. Another calculation, based on the cash value of tweed for six sample households in 1908, arrives at 106 yards as the average amount of tweed taken by the estate from each household. This implies that if every household could pay in tweed (irrespective of whether each house had a working loom), the community would have sold around 1,700 yards of tweed to the estate. It isn’t known how much tweed the islanders sold to tourists. Towards the end of the Edwardian era, it looks as if A.G. Ferguson was dealing in somewhat under half of the island’s tweed output, the estate in somewhat over half of it. Selling the stuff wasn’t always straightforward; in 1899 ‘the whole of [the islanders’] homespuns that were sent south last year remain unsold’.115

The income derived from weaving was vital; usually, it pretty much covered the costs of a household’s imports. In 1900, for instance, Donald Ferguson paid the estate £4. 7s. 0d. in grazing charges and £16. 8s. 4d. for ‘supplies’; his income from tweed was £15. 5s. 0d. Ewen Gillies at number 12, who was only nineteen, paid £12. 1s. 0d. for supplies and earned £10. 10s. 0d. for his tweed. In the 1901 census, weaving looms large, so to speak. Twelve men were put down as ‘handloom weavers of wool’. An older man fortunate enough to have an adult son in the house was listed simply as ‘crofter’, his son probably being the family’s main handloom weaver. An older man without an adult son, such as fifty-five-year-old Angus Gillies at croft 6, was put down as ‘crofter and handloom weaver’. Weaving was a young man’s game. At fifty or sixty years of age a man’s near sight usually declined; there was also the possibility of repetitive strain injury, or the onset of arthritis. After twenty or thirty years of working in poor light, an older man must have been glad to hand over the main weaving role to a son – if he had one. For seventy-sixyear-old crofter Norman Gillies, the handover must have taken place rather late in life; his son Ewen, listed as a weaver, was only twenty years of age. In the census, the ‘hand spinners of wool’ (most of the island’s women) included crofters’ wives, elderly widows (such as seventy-one-year-old Betsy Gillies on croft 14) and unmarried women, such as the ground officer’s fifty-eight-year-old sister Margaret on croft 4, and two young women who were neighbours, nineteen-year-old Isabella MacDonald on croft 9 and seventeen-year-old Kirsty MacQueen on croft 10.

By 1911 Hirta’s demographic profile had improved. The average age of those listed as weavers had come down to thirty-one – or twenty-five if you exclude the two oldest, who were both forty-nine. In these two cases, Finlay MacQueen’s eldest son had gone off to work in the shipyards, and his next son was only thirteen; on croft 8, father and son are listed as weavers – forty-nine-year-old Malcolm MacDonald and his eighteen-year-old son Donald Ewen. Young Donald was also listed as a ‘fisherman’. The census gives us an outline of a young man’s ideal progression to adulthood. Of five ‘fishermen’ listed, all were fifteen- to eighteen-year-olds, except for one young man of twenty-four. Two of these fishermen, including the twenty-four-year-old, were also described as weavers. In the only house which contained two younger men at the time of the census, the nineteen-year-old was put down as the weaver, the seventeen-year-old as the fisherman. On croft 9, fifteen-year-old John MacDonald was listed as ‘weaver and cragsman’. Fifteen may have been considered rather young to start at the loom; however, John had had to grow up fast, the only other people at home being his aged parents, both in their early seventies, and his unmarried twenty-seven-year-old sister Bella. The only ‘cragsman’ mentioned in the 1911 census, John was to die in a climbing accident five years later.

In 1911 seventeen women were listed as spinners. This work, a key process in the manufacturing sequence, was done mostly by married women or widows. There were three ‘retired spinners’ – two seventy-one-year-olds, whose pensions (recently introduced by Lloyd George) doubtless went to support the household economy, and seventy-nine-year-old Rachel MacCrimmon, who had never married and lived in an old blackhouse. Three more ‘spinners’ were in their late sixties; the unmarried Margaret Ferguson, who had been alone on her croft for twelve years since the death of her mother, was still working at her wheel. At number 1 there was a second spinner – the young wife of Norman, the eldest of the MacKinnons’ children. Three listed spinners were young single women, one of whom was only fifteen. Of these, two had mothers who were also spinners; Mary Ann MacQueen was spinning wool in the home of her widowed father, Finlay MacQueen. The four teenage spinners lived in homes where older women were the more serious spinners. Six young women were put down only as ‘helping at home’.

Household production

An obituary of Rev. Angus Fiddes claims that he was instrumental in having new weaving looms installed on the island.116 I haven’t found any other evidence for this; in 1909 it was said that every weaver made his own loom, ‘and the very shuttles are carved out of blocks of wood’.117 When Fiddes arrived, the islanders were producing good quality tweed on old-fashioned looms. In 1893 these were described as ‘completely home-made’; they were stored in the roof-space during the summer and re-assembled every year.118 Despite the minister’s disdain for their wood-working skills, the men were evidently quite good at fixing up their gear. The frame took up a lot of room at one end of the house, set up among ‘dishes, ropes, nets, bladders, fish and fowl, clothes and bed-covering . . . all huddled together in uncomplaining and complacent harmony’.119

On South Uist in the 1950s a woman using her grandmother’s loom could make 2 yards of cloth in a twelve-hour day.120 However, male professionals on Hirta worked much faster than that; they took two days to produce a piece of cloth measuring 35 yards (42m) long by approximately 40ins (1m) wide (the usual ‘length’ of tweed).121 St Kilda yards were longer than standard imperial measures. When Donald John Gillies left Hirta in 1924, his older brother John, then thirty-one, would have been the main weaver in the house, perhaps helped by his sixty-three-year-old father. Each length of tweed which they produced was 28ins (circa 70cm) wide. His family made eight or nine pieces, each 33 yards in length (39.6m); they could produce it in red, blue, or black and white.122 The 200 yards (240m) woven every year by the Gillies family was, in other words, four-fifths of the household average for the late Edwardian peak of production. The length of a day’s work isn’t altogether clear; legend has it that weavers worked for fifteen hours, from dawn until midnight.123 It’s unlikely that Donald John’s recollection took preparation time into account, or delays when things went wrong. For a man producing one length of tweed per week, the weaving season would have occupied nine weeks or so, say from mid January until mid March. When Donald John left home, the prestige of St Kilda tweed was still high. In 1923 Rimmell and Allsop, of New Bond Street in London’s West End, put an advert in the Graphic headed ‘From St Kilda to Bond Street’; it featured a group of the island’s men standing proudly beside a pile of bales of cloth. The firm devoted an entire shop window to St Kilda tweed (Plate 13). Tweed from Harris and Connemara cost 9 guineas, the ‘famous St Kilda tweed’ 10 guineas.124

It’s impossible not to notice the phenomenally hard work of the MacKinnons, the family at number 1. In 1877 Neil MacKinnon sold 102 yards of tweed to the factor – twice as much as anyone else that year. At the time, Neil was an unattached man of twenty-nine, his first wife having died childless. His old father was sixty-nine, his stepmother fifty-two; his eighteen-year-old half-sister should have been able to help with the spinning. Later, Neil and his second wife lost five out of seven of their babies. By 1900 his eldest son Norman, who was twenty-one, had probably taken over most of the work of weaving, producing 109 yards of cloth to be sold by the factor. In that year, Finlay Gillies and Donald MacQueen both had high turnovers in their accounts with the estate. Having large young families to support, they purchased a lot of supplies. However, the highest turnover that year belonged to the MacKinnons – Neil (aged fifty-two) and his wife, plus twenty-year-old Norman. Over the five seasons between 1906 and 1910 the MacKinnons sold an average of 248 yards to the factor. As young Norman developed into a capable and productive weaver, he must have become rather a good marriage prospect. In 1910 his family sold an exceptional quantity of tweed to the factor, 392 yards. Some of this, of course, might have been unsold tweed woven in earlier seasons; on the other hand, some of the family’s output may have gone to Alec Ferguson, or been sold to tourists. It seems unlikely that other weavers could match the MacKinnons. In 1910 Neil MacKinnon was sixty-two, his son Norman was thirty. Norman had only just married; his children were yet to arrive. The MacKinnons were quite phenomenal weavers; at the time of the evacuation in 1930, they still had a reputation for working hard.

The work of tweed manufacturers could be dangerous. In July 1900 Margaret Gillies, the seventy-seven-year-old widow of one of the Dargavel victims, ‘succumbed . . . to a severe scalding, received through stumbling when carrying a large pot of boiling liquid for dyeing purposes’.125 For the women, preparing the wool was a lively social occasion; work was accompanied by singing, laughter and larking about. Carding parties were held, in one house after another; rivalry between different teams seemed to ensure that the work was done in half the time.126 By contrast, the weaver, usually male, worked by himself, keeping long hours in the dead of night, the loom poorly lit, the session punctuated by the snores of his family and the occasional yowling of cats. His main enemy was fatigue. Hard wood shuttles were thrown from hand to hand; a small foot treadle kept the frames moving backward and forward. When a man was working at top speed, it was almost impossible to see the shuttle being thrown.127 By the late Edwardian period, there was apparently a fierce rivalry between families, competing in terms of both quality and quantity; ‘it is a case of sitting up and rising early almost to the limits of endurance’.128 This was the season when food was not necessarily plentiful or varied. Weaving was hard, intense work, which went unacknowledged by those who alleged that the men of St Kilda lounged around so much that leaning against walls produced distinctive wear patterns on the clothes they had made.

It took about eight months to produce wool for the start of weaving in January. In May, sheep were sheared by men using clasp knives sharpened by whetstones; young women took the wool home. To achieve the popular brown colour, crotal (lichen) was scraped off rocks in the spring (Plate 10b) and used to dye the white wool (by this time with a good deal of Cheviot in it). To obtain shades of grey, white wool was combined with short, dark and curly wool from sheep on Boreray. To get blue, they used imported indigo. By 1906 the weavers were importing wool to supplement their own supplies.129 It was said that the islanders ‘never saw sheep scab until the Congested Districts Board began sending rams to the island’.130 It then became a regular problem, being particularly severe, for instance, over the winter of 1891–2.131 Significant numbers of sheep were lost over cliffs, harried by rogue dogs or blown away in storms, perhaps most notably during the winter of 1901–2.132 As soon as the First World War broke out, demand for tweed fell sharply. Slaughtering deer required the wearing of tweed; killing humans was carried out in khaki.

The islanders may also have been able to put aside some cash, against the day when a son or daughter might seek work in the wider world. By clothing others, the St Kildans could afford clothes which they could not make themselves – fashionable items, made of materials unavailable on Hirta. They were now much more implicated in the consumer society. New signs and symbols appeared – the fancy hat for Sundays, the tea caddy on the mantelpiece, linoleum on the floor, photos cut from magazines and pinned to the wall. People played draughts and dominoes.133 Archaeologists have found fragments of stoneware hot-water bottles.

In 1924 Mary MacQueen married the recently widowed John Gillies. This was the last St Kilda wedding, the only one to take place after the Great War, and the last occasion when a married couple set up home on the island. It is not surprising, then, that when Robert Atkinson peered into the island’s abandoned homes eight years after the evacuation, he thought their interiors, whose contents were still quite well preserved in some cases, looked rather old-fashioned, displaying an Edwardian ambience which he was too young to remember134 (Plate 15). This seems entirely appropriate. If we can entertain the idea of a ‘golden age’ on Hirta, it is surely to be located in the Edwardian era, which saw the brief flowering of a community which had been through hard times. For the St Kildans, this was their belle époque. Something of the atmosphere of the age is reflected in the diary of Alice MacLachlan, who taught at the school while her husband Peter was missionary from 1906 to 1909. Alice’s daily scribblings may be as prosaic as those of most diarists. Nevertheless, her account provides a lively sense of the ebb and flow of life on Hirta during her time on the island – uniquely, I feel, in the St Kilda literature.135 There is an upbeat feel to her narrative which gives the lie to all those solemn monochrome images.

One facet of respectability is the maintenance of a clean and tidy home. Some visitors had no scruples about poking their noses into houses uninvited, or when a family was not at home. In 1879 they popped into a house at a time when most people were down at the landing-stage; one recorded that ‘the bed-clothes are scant, and the bedding not above prison mark’, and noted ‘an ill-tempered dog which was huddled up in a tangled heap of dirty bedclothes’.136 St Kildan houses were not capacious; one size had to fit all. The main room was used for sleeping as well as for entertaining visitors. Not all the messy jobs could be confined to the smaller room at the kitchen end of the house. Any attempt to keep a house clean and tidy would have been an uphill struggle; it was probably only attempted for the Sabbath and on days when tourists arrived. And when the islanders achieved this, their efforts were not always applauded. Not everyone sympathised with their embrace of modernity, the aspiration to respectability and comfort exhibited by their domestic interiors. In 1893 a contributor to the Glasgow Evening Post wrote this: ‘As long as they can wend their way to church along the thoroughfare with gaudy garments for the ladies, and dark clothes, shiny boots, and an occasional high felt hat for the men, the inhabitants are content. But compared with the average crofter, the St Kilda man is a decided fraud.’137 By which he meant: these people are not as poverty-stricken as we have been led to believe.

Hope and glory

Angus Fiddes tried to align the St Kilda community more closely with the outside world. One of the first things he asked for was a magic lantern and an ‘instantaneous photo machine’.138 When he arrived, the islanders were still using the Julian calendar, celebrating Old Christmas Day on January 6th. Eventually the minister persuaded them to modernise.139 However, for some years they compromised. On January 1st they held a religious festival. However, on January 13th they kept up the old Hogmanay custom of carrying giant oaten bannocks to the houses of neighbours, wrapped up in kerchiefs and carried on their backs. The bannocks were broken and shared, with expressions of good wishes for the coming year, the woman of the house promptly reciprocating by sending out her own bannock.140 The baking was competitive. This was the more decorous part of the Hogmanay ceremony.141

By the autumn of 1896 there was a smart wooden noticeboard outside the church, stating its denomination, the name of the minister and the name and postal address of the church officer, Angus Gillies (‘number 6, Main Street’).142 Fiddes hosted Christmas parties at the manse, with presents for young people from the tree (that must have presented an interesting challenge!); there were parties for adults too, one for men, another for women.143 Christmas celebrations were often impaired by the late (sometimes very late) arrival of the mail. It was the minister who introduced ham to the islanders; he also owned the only frying pan on Hirta.144

In 1899 Fiddes put up a remarkable guest. Levi Robinson was a seventy-one-year-old Grimsby man, now a Fleetwood fish packer, who had worked as an acrobat in a French circus. He arrived on the trawler Gertie with every intention of entertaining people. However, when they looked down from the hills and saw a figure walking around the village on stilts, they were alarmed and fled indoors. Fortunately, any prospect of a mass outbreak of coulrophobia vanished when the entertainer put on a two-hour evening performance presenting a number of tricks, such as balancing a glass of water on his forehead while at the same time going through a hoop, and standing on his head for fifteen minutes while drinking, eating and smoking. Next morning, the islanders showered their exciting visitor with invitations. He taught them cricket, football, kite-flying and other recreational pleasures. He had plenty of time; he’d planned to stay a week but was stranded for five by bad weather.145

For the celebration of Queen Victoria’s Jubilee on June 22nd, 1897, Angus Fiddes planned a children’s party, and a ‘soirée’ for the adults.146 A large banner was made, carrying the words Gu ma fada beo Ban-Righ Bhreatuin (Long Live the Queen of Great Britain); it was fastened on two long poles and carried around by two young men. Speeches were made, the national anthem was sung. There was a presentation of gifts; at midnight they lit a fire on a hill. The islanders marched around singing (in Gaelic) ‘Long live the Queen of Great Britain’ and ‘A thousand blessings on her head’, returning home between two and three o’clock in the morning.147

The St Kildans perhaps got rather too involved in the progress of the Boer War; in February 1900 it was reported that, having recently spotted a ship of unknown identity, they feared that it was the advance guard of the Boer fleet and spent a night hiding among the screes of Mullach Sgar.148 In June they held a celebration of General Roberts’ military victories and generously sent a contribution to the fund for widows and orphans.149 Apparently nothing delighted them more than ‘to hear that the enemy is being smitten hip and thigh’.150

On June 26th, 1902, a remarkable celebration of Edward VII’s coronation took place. The ‘Yorkshire Expedition to St Kilda’, featuring about sixty visitors, was organised by Charles Forshaw of Bradford – dentist, poet, keen freemason and expert on the history of Yorkshire wife-selling. Forshaw had recently given the islanders formal notice of the death of Queen Victoria, having supposedly been officially appointed King’s Messenger to St Kilda. Not long before his coronation, the evidently well-briefed king sent his best wishes for the fulmar-catching season. Forshaw persuaded several West Yorkshire worthies to put their hands in their pockets – people like Sir Tristram and Lady Tempest of Tong Hall, who sent twenty-four white enamelled beakers with portraits of the King and Queen and the royal arms. Sir Theophilus and Lady Peel of Tyersall Hall got Fattorinis to make bronze medallions for the children; they also presented the island with a Union Jack ‘for use on state occasions’. The mayor of Bradford shouldered the expense of printing copies of the royal messages. Sir George Newnes and other London publishers sent ‘half a ton’ of literature, and there were many packets of sweets on board to cater for the famously sweet tooth of the islanders.

On the journey north it was learned that the King had developed appendicitis and had to undergo a dangerous operation; national rejoicing was postponed. It was decided to go ahead with the expedition anyway. On the great day, the Union Jack was ceremoniously hoisted (a flagpole having been put up a couple of years previously as an adjunct to the new pier). The National Anthem was sung (at any rate by the visitors); translated into Gaelic, messages were read out from the King and Queen, the High Sheriff of Yorkshire and the Lord Provost of Glasgow. Medallions and gifts were distributed, as well as official photographs of the royal couple. In return, Finlay MacQueen presented Forshaw with a collection of stuffed birds and blown eggs, as a gift for their majesties, along with a couple of kippered fulmars for the King (just the thing, no doubt, after an appendicitis operation). MacQueen asked Forshaw to point out that the island was under great disadvantage without a resident medical officer, and ‘if the authorities should think of appointing a lady medical school mistress or missionary it would be a great boon’.151

This must have been a great Yorkshire day out, perhaps not entirely ruined by the man who pointed out later that they had been forestalled earlier that month by a party of Lancastrians bringing tidings of British victory in the Boer War, and Union Jacks for the children.152 Afterwards, several Scottish newspapers, including the Scotsman, unwisely suggested that the photographs of King Edward and Queen Alexandra distributed by Forshaw were copies rather than the originals. For this libel they were successfully sued – or perhaps they settled out of court.153

The Yorkshiremen couldn’t help noticing a certain lack of enthusiasm among the islanders. Admittedly, they had been hospitably entertained to breakfast. However, only two St Kildans turned up to see the hoisting of the Union Jack. And when the messages were read out, the natives listened without any expression of emotion. Not one of them cried ‘Hurrah’; a couple cleared off during the singing of the National Anthem.154 During the exchange of gifts, Finlay MacQueen had played his role with aplomb; but what was he doing introducing himself as ground officer?155 Where was the minister, and where was Donald Ferguson? Something was amiss – as we shall see.
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A modest revolution

A few years after the arrival of Angus Fiddes, a Sunday newspaper columnist offered a trenchant analysis of conditions on St Kilda. The piece was headlined A HEBRIDEAN UTOPIA: LANDLORDISM MARS THE PICTURE. Although the islanders lived in ‘comparative affluence’, ‘the iron hand of despotic landlordism’ was always in the background. Despite the ‘unwelcome visits’ of the factor, and the ‘landlord nightmare crushing him down’, ‘the St Kildian is more contented and happy in his home on the wild Atlantic than any section of our population’. However, there was also the problem of religion, ‘a frequent source of bickering and bad blood . . . little doctrinal points, such as fore-ordination, free will, and effectual calling’ gave rise to ‘bitter controversies’. If only landlordism could be removed, and a ‘cheerful, healthy, manly religion’ substituted for ‘grim Calvinism’, the community would be ‘happy and contented, living independently of our much-vaunted civilization’.1

In fact, the islanders had already begun to address their problems, in their own fashion. In the 1880s, socialism was developing as a political creed, encouraged by people like William Morris in England and Robert Cunninghame Graham and Keir Hardy in Scotland. In 1886 it was not entirely inappropriate for the St Kildans to enquire whether the lairds had been decapitated. Progressive political ideas were in the air, reform movements were on the march. The Scottish Labour Party was founded in 1888, the British Labour Party in 1900. At the 1906 general election the Liberal Party won a massive victory and introduced a raft of social reforms; elderly islanders soon started to receive their pensions. The winner of the watershed election was Henry Campbell-Bannerman, whose father had co-founded the Glasgow firm of J&W Campbell & Co. This was mainly a wholesale drapery business, whose enormous headquarters building and warehouse, built in Scottish baronial style, stood in Ingram Street. I can’t help thinking that Alec Ferguson would have admired the Campbell family – philanthropists and stalwarts of the Free Church, who had bought Tullichewan Castle, at the southern end of Loch Lomond, not far from where Ferguson himself later chose to live.

Small steps

In the mid 1880s the islanders were becoming more militant and self-assertive. Although their actions could be somewhat clumsy and naïve, the direction of travel is clear. On September 29th, 1885, a petition from the St Kildans was read out in the Valuation Court at Portree.2 The petitioners requested that they be charged grazing fees for the number of sheep they actually owned, rather than for the numbers recorded when the island was sold in 1871. They also argued that they shouldn’t have to pay for access to the cliffs, claiming that a political initiative taken by the Duke of Atholl had freed them from this obligation. They felt ‘aggrieved’ at having to pay to risk their lives catching birds. Some grazing fees, they argued, were excessive; they had lost a lot of sheep recently, from storms and cliff-falls. As no islanders were present in court, their case was dismissed. Later, the MacLeod wrote to the press, saying that he had agreed to modify grazing charges for the sheep. He denied that the St Kildans had ever had to pay for access to the cliffs and was mystified by their reference to the Duke of Atholl. It seemed that they had got hold of the wrong end of the fowling-rod.3

Understandably, estimates of sheep numbers now erred on the low side, and the sheep payment system started to look distinctly odd. Hirta is seven times larger than Boreray, measured at sea level, but can support only three or four times as many sheep (Boreray has very rich pasture).4 In 1900, however, nearly 40 per cent of St Kilda’s recorded sheep were on Boreray, costing their owners 6d each in grazing charges; the 60 per cent recorded for Hirta were charged twice as much (1s). In 1930 this ratio was unchanged.5 Numbers for Boreray seem low in terms of what the island could support – 251 sheep in 1900, only 146 in 1930. The figures for Hirta look even less plausible – 419 in 1900, 237 in 1930. When it came to imposing sheep grazing charges, the factor was apparently unable or unwilling to take a firm line. He was evidently more easy-going in relation to Hirta than to Boreray – where sheep could have been rounded up and counted more readily, and grazing fees were half those charged for Hirta (despite the Boreray vegetation being much more luxuriant). As the estate was now making more and more money from tweed, presumably the factor didn’t want to discourage wool production.

The islanders’ petition was drafted – or perhaps fair-copied – in a correct, formal and slightly stilted English. It was later printed in the Celtic Magazine under the auspices of a young Inverness solicitor – Hector Rose Mackenzie, son of Alexander Mackenzie, who edited and published the magazine and fought tirelessly and effectively in the crofters’ cause. Perhaps someone in Hector Rose’s office had a hand in editing and presenting the petition at the Valuation Court – though probably not Hector himself, who was busy electioneering, sailing around the Hebrides as Charles Fraser-Mackenzie’s election agent.

In the mid 1880s, some St Kildans began to get behind with their rent payments. In 1886, the factor failed to get rent from the very old man who lived on croft 3, or from his son, the only male who could reasonably be approached, but who actually lived on croft 6.6 Norman Gillies was the only male who could be tapped for rent from number 14, where his sister Betsy, a fifty-six-year-old Dargavel widow, lived; however, Norman lived on croft 12. And then there was number 10. The head of the family, Donald MacQueen, was a strong-willed and sometimes controversial figure; so was his son Finlay. Donald’s daughter Rachel had married a much older man, Ewen Gillies, who had recently returned from Australia full of subversive ideas. Perhaps, then, it’s understandable that no rent was forthcoming from Donald MacQueen’s household. This was not the first occasion when crofters had found themselves unable to pay their rents. However, in recent years, rent strikes had become a regular tactic of militant crofters in the region. Did radical politics play a role in the factor’s rent-collecting difficulties? Had the islanders started to try it on in their own way, perhaps pleading poverty rather than indulging in explicit political defiance? John Tolmie Mackenzie wasn’t the only factor having difficulty collecting rents in the mid 1880s; Sir John Orde in Argyll was owed over £1,700 by 370 tenants, and many of them didn’t bother to offer any excuse or explanation.7

For the time being, Factor Mackenzie, who had witnessed the troubles on Skye, may have decided to take a relaxed view; after all, the estate’s profit did not depend on every single rent payment. However, from now on, arrears started climbing remorselessly, rising to around £400–£500 in the Edwardian era and reaching a peak of over £800 in 1920.8 In 1894, the factor, appealing against the proposal to charge rates for St Kilda, argued that the estate was no longer turning a profit.9 In 1897 he allowed the St Kilda accounts to be published in the Oban Times. There was a balance of payments deficit, the assigned value of imports exceeding that that of exports by a considerable margin. However, the shortfall was almost made up by payments in cash. Evidently the presence of more money on the island, brought in by tourists, was now challenging and subverting the traditional exchange system.10 It’s not surprising that in 1910 the estate was put up for sale, nor that the sale was unsuccessful.11

Political education

A new politics was abroad – as demonstrated by the appeal to the Valuation Court, the over-egged request for relief in 1885 and the non-payment of rents, probably a withholding in reality. Who had raised the islanders’ political consciousness? Rev. John Mackay, who was now nearing seventy, doesn’t sound like the man we seek. ‘No-one can pretend that Mr Mackay is a burning and shining light according to the modern standard . . . but he keeps his people well in hand,’ said a visitor in 1887.12 What about Ewen Gillies, the former Australian larrikin and unabashed subversive? His solution to St Kilda’s problems seems to have been to try to persuade people to emigrate, either to Australia or mainland Scotland. In any case, Ewen wasn’t everybody’s cup of tea.

Someone more likely to have raised the people’s political awareness is Kenneth Campbell, a teacher who spent a year on the island from the early summer of 1884 – the first of several sent to Hirta during the final years of Mackay’s ministry. In the class photo, the teacher stands at the edge of a group of his pupils, wearing a three-piece suit, a bowler hat and a conspicuous watch-chain, a serious-looking man of twenty-two13 (Plate 6). In later life Campbell, who revisited the archipelago at least twice, in 1912 and in 1914,14 practised as a doctor in Oban. He also became something of a political animal. At the age of thirty-three he stood for Inverness-shire County Council and was narrowly defeated; during his last years (in the 1920s) he was a member of Oban Town Council. He served on Oban School Board and on Argyll Education Committee; he was a member of An Comunn Gàidhealach and the Glasgow Gairloch Association. Before moving to Oban, he was briefly a member of the Gaelic Society of Inverness. On December 3rd, 1910, on the eve of a general election, he chaired a meeting addressed by the Radical candidate for Ayr Burghs (the Radicals formed the left wing of the Liberal Party). In December 1920 Campbell presided over a meeting of North Argyll Liberal Association. His father had been a master tailor at Gairloch, where crofters had been militant throughout the 1880s.15 Kenneth’s wife, Jeannie, was the daughter of a master house-painter; they married in the established church. Campbell wasn’t enthusiastic about the Free Church; in a lecture given after he had left Hirta, he deplored the joylessness of Finlay MacQueen’s wedding.16

A picture emerges of a man raised in an aspirational working-class family, proud of his Gaelic heritage, politically progressive, believing in the importance of political action and participation in political institutions. In Campbell’s day, those brought up in the region could hardly take a dispassionate view of the troubling events of recent history. Men like Alexander Mackenzie, who was also from Gairloch, were passionate about the Gaelic cultural tradition. They were keen to halt or reverse the damage wrought to their traditional culture, supporting the crofters in their struggle for land reform, reviving moribund institutions. They subscribed to the Celtic Magazine and joined the Inverness Gaelic Society. They spoke in public, they wrote, they organised, they stood for political office. Clearly, their cause became Kenneth Campbell’s too.

The young schoolteacher may have been a key figure in the history of Hirta, quietly undermining the islanders’ traditional subservience to their distant laird. Probably he explained the success of protest and militancy elsewhere, and how the dial had been shifted by the widening of the franchise and the likelihood that new political rights might provide ways of circumventing the factor’s authority. During the dark final years of John Mackay’s ministry, Campbell’s political optimism may have provided a much-needed sense of hope and direction. When the young Alec Ferguson wrote his mailboat letter after the storm of September 1885, he addressed it to his recently departed teacher at Uig on Lewis; evidently he was aware that the young man’s new posting was to Scaliscro.17

In the mid 1890s the islanders found themselves with a new laird after the death of Norman MacLeod, and a new factor, John Tolmie Mackenzie’s duties being gradually taken over by his son (and namesake). Mackenzie junior was keen on archaeology. Around 1892 he helped Johanna, Norman MacLeod’s aristocratic second wife, an Austrian, with her archaeological excavation at Dun Fiadhairt, the Iron Age broch overlooking the sea approach to Dunvegan. Mackenzie did the surveying and produced the illustrations for the report.18 In 1895 he excavated and ‘restored’ the souterrain on Hirta.19 Perhaps his hobby provided a welcome diversion from contemplating the St Kilda accounts and dealing with increasingly self-assertive crofters.

In June 1895 Angus Fiddes wrote to the manager of the Kelsall fund, asking for money to buy meal and reimbursement for meal already purchased on behalf of his flock. Factor Mackenzie had withheld flour supplies from those with rent in arrears. The islanders assumed that he would do it again – hence their request for funds. ‘The result of that move at Dunvegan,’ wrote Fiddes, ‘is that the St Kildians are to make a counter movement and strike against the ruling and dictation of their superior by sending for the Crofters Commission. The point of their grievance is as follows: that their superior has been getting hitherto the produce of these islands, that his profits are large while they only get the merest fraction in return for their goods; that the result is that they are annually falling into arrears to such an extent as to be totally unable now to clear his claims upon them. Some families are involved to the extent of £200 and upwards’. The minister claimed (disingenuously, I suspect) that the islanders’ militancy ‘originated entirely with themselves’.20 Fiddes wasn’t a political innocent. It’s hard to believe that he wasn’t behind the petition sent to the Admiralty in the summer of 1893, asking for ‘an occasional visit of the gunboats cruising in northern waters during the autumn, winter and spring months’.21 In 1898 the minister claimed that English trawlers had made £10,000 in one season, and he ‘didn’t see why his own people should not at least have a share in the wealth that abounds around them’.22

The St Kildans’ traditional solidarity may sometimes have faltered. In 1896 it was said that there were disputes about the allocation of patches for fishing and fowling. The lottery which was supposed to happen every year had evidently fallen into abeyance; ‘poaching’ was taking place. There had been an application for the operation of the Crofters Commission to be extended to St Kilda; however, the poorer crofters had chosen to stick to the status quo, ‘in the fear that all the benefits would accrue to their better-off neighbours’.23

The difficulties of Dunvegan

During the 1880s the laird had been making an average net profit of around £120 per year from St Kilda. Of nine years, three were average, three well above, and three well below. The figures are clearly presented in the accounts. On average, each croft contributed £7 10s to the estate’s overall profit, of which around half was rent and grazing fees, the rest the mark-up on goods supplied by the factor. What went wrong, in terms of the estate’s business model? If people got into arrears of rent, what was to stop them working a bit harder and paying off their debts, like honest God-fearing folk?

Not all households had the capacity to do this. In 1891 only ten crofts were occupied by married couples of working age – and on two of them the male head of the household was over sixty. Once arrears had accumulated over two or three years, wiping them out became impossible; so why struggle to attempt it? It’s possible that the islanders, picking up on the militancy of their fellows on Skye, were not embarrassed by rent arrears. In 1900 John Norman Heathcote, the laird’s nephew, wrote: ‘I suppose they have been told by agitators that this is too much, and they have got into the way of not paying. Some of them have even got the idea that they would like the Commissioners to go and lower their rents.’24 When the time came to pay, deception and dissimulation may not have been unknown.

In the 1890s the factor didn’t cancel arrears; when he did, in the first decade of the twentieth century, it was only in particular cases. The overall ‘slate’ was never wiped clean; the factor never developed a new financial model for making a profit. Whether debtors failed to pay their rent or grazing fees on the grounds of poverty, in a spirit of militancy, or through incorrigible evasiveness, the estate had no real sanctions against them. Withholding flour from non-payers could only be a short-term tactical move. The estate’s financial aspirations were undermined by the demographic fragility of the population and the rise of more militant and subversive attitudes. Also, St Kilda was always capable of creating adverse publicity, especially during the period of dearth between February and May. It must have seemed to the factor that his best policy was to keep maintaining his support for tweed production.

Outside the steamer season, the islanders continued to use mailboats to communicate with the wider world, not just in emergencies but also to say that all was well, or sometimes just to send an ordinary letter. A mailboat could sometimes be surprisingly quick and effective, especially when it was picked up on the Long Island rather than in Shetland or Norway. In 1905 Alec Ferguson wrote a letter to The Globe, noting that letters dated ‘St Kilda, January 8th’ had taken only two days to arrive on the west coast of Lewis and had reached him in Glasgow on the 13th. He couldn’t resist mentioning ‘the famous St Kilda tweed’. ‘Stormy winds and raging billows buffet the Gibraltar of the West,’ he concluded.25 His literary style had improved since his teenage years.

With news-hungry journalists hanging around fishing ports talking to trawlermen, distress at St Kilda soon got into the newspapers. For Dunvegan, St Kilda was becoming a public relations minefield. Outsiders questioned the relaxed attitude of officialdom to St Kilda’s long winter isolation; their views were regularly ventilated in the press. The laird and his factor were becoming increasingly cynical about their tenants. The factor must sometimes have found it hard to work out how far they were trying to take advantage, offering hard-luck stories in lieu of rent, and how far they were genuinely in financial straits. Only a man with a heart of stone would have failed to sympathise with widows and widowers living on their own. Mackenzie must have reflected that St Kilda was only a small component of the Dunvegan estate, more vanity project than financial asset. As he put it in 1896: ‘It is nothing more than a matter of sentiment and moral duty to have [St Kilda] in hand at all.’26

For public consumption, the message was noblesse oblige; the St Kildans were portrayed as over-indulged and ungrateful. For the factor, there would have been little point in bullying them. He probably indulged them in various ways, deferring or overlooking rent payments, tailoring his attitude to the situation of different families, tempering firmness with understanding. Sometimes he may have allowed himself to be ‘outwitted’. He was, after all, the sole intermediary between the islanders and their distant laird; he had to interpret his employer’s instructions on the hoof.

The exodus of Rev. Angus Fiddes

After eleven years of Angus Fiddes’s ministry, infantile tetanus had been banished from Hirta. The island’s infrastructure had been greatly improved. The minister now wanted to enlarge the manse and bring electric light to both manse and church.27 However, his plans were abruptly terminated.

Early in 1901 Fiddes explained to his flock that he wanted them to join the United Free Church; by June they had agreed.28 On July 4th he went on leave. Soon afterwards, a yacht turned up at Village Bay. One of its occupants had been to St Kilda eleven years previously, on the occasion of the aborted wedding of the ‘queen’. He started going on about the wondrous gifts exhibited on that day, many intended for the St Kildans’ general welfare. Because Fiddes had opposed the planned wedding, most of them were never delivered. On being reminded of this episode, the islanders ‘became wild with rage’, held a meeting and resolved that the minister should not be allowed to return to the island.29 They followed this up by thrice refusing to land his coal and groceries for the forthcoming winter. In the end, his supplies had to be sent on a Fleetwood trawler.30 Not long after Fiddes’s return from leave, some people ‘invaded the manse in a body and gave the minister “what for” to his face’.31 The Hirteach had turned against the man of God; only his housekeeper and Mr Campbell, the teacher, remained loyal. That winter the manse was poorly provisioned; Campbell’s gun came in very useful, enabling them to live partly off seabirds.32

At the end of May 1902 investigators from the United Free Church turned up. They held a short meeting. When the boat left later that day, the minister was on board. In the early days of June, the dispute was reported as ‘settled’.33 In August Fiddes returned to pick up his possessions.34 The islanders refused to let him leave his cow behind, as a parting present for Katie MacDonald, his faithful housekeeper. Major James Colquhoun, who left on the same boat as Fiddes, had first visited St Kilda in 1877. He knew its inhabitants well, having stayed on Hirta ‘for weeks at a time’ on four occasions during the 1890s; he probably acted as Fiddes’s locum when the minister went on leave. He described the islanders’ decision over the cow as ‘crafty preparation for confiscation of the glebe, so long coveted for its grass. The “coming man” if any, is warned that he can have “No cow”.’35

Fiddes’s ministry was over. From now on there would be no more ordained ministers, only missionaries – nine of them over the next twenty-eight years. What had gone wrong? When the islanders were refusing to land the minister’s coal, the story went round that they were opposed to his decision to enrol them in the United Free Church. However, it seems unlikely that ecumenical matters were the main problem. To suggest that the issue revolved around the loss of the Sunderland treasure doesn’t credit the St Kildans with much philosophical resilience or Christian virtue. Perhaps the truth of the matter is opaquely indicated in a letter written by an un-named St Kildan and quoted in the Perthshire Advertiser in January 1902:36 ‘We have nothing against the minister for joining the United Free Church. All we have against him is that he has been spoiling our characters and trying to put theft on us. We will not let him starve for anything, but he is of no use on the Island any longer. He is an awfully queer man.’

It seems that the relationship between Fiddes and his flock was quite fragile. What exactly were the islanders up to in 1899, when they pulled down a wall which the minister had built around his garden, saying that he had become too ‘worldly’?37 In January 1903 Major Colquhoun asserted that there had been a ‘disgraceful campaign’ against Fiddes, ‘launched by two persons who are now not on the island’.38 Whatever the precise circumstances and sequence of events, the St Kildans had once again moved against their minister and got rid of him. At the end of June, the island’s register of baptisms was signed for the first time by Fiddes’s replacement, Lachlan Maclean from the United Free Church. Although back in August the islanders had demanded a Free Church minister to replace Fiddes, they now acquiesced in the appointment of a UFC man. On July 23rd Maclean signed the loyal greetings (written in Gaelic) sent to the King and Queen on the occasion of their postponed coronation. They took the opportunity to point out that they had learned of Queen Victoria’s death more than two months after its occurrence; if there was a winter mail service, they would be able to keep up to date with current affairs.39 The following autumn, they were fobbed off with a postal service based on an Aberdeen trawler.40

These ructions explain the strange atmosphere and the noticeable lack of enthusiasm when, only three weeks after Fiddes’s departure, Charles Forshaw and his party from Yorkshire came to help the islanders celebrate the coronation. The date was June 26th, 1902. A decade later, a journalist claimed that afterwards ‘they disdainfully crushed up the coronation photographs . . . the coronation medals, which cost half a crown each, were afterwards sold to visitors to the island for a penny. The books and magazines were thrown into the sea.’41 Finlay MacQueen was acting ground officer on June 26th; where, one has to ask, were the Fergusons? In June 1902, Donald was sixty-nine, his son Neil (his heir apparent as ground officer) only twenty-six. It’s tempting to think that the old man had gone off in a disgruntled state and that his son was too young, or perhaps too diffident, to take over the ground officer’s role. (It’s worth noting that the incidence of infantile tetanus sometimes led to large age differences between parent and child. The first Neil Ferguson born to Donald and Rachel had died in infancy nine years before their second Neil took his first breath.) The political situation in the early summer of 1902 is unclear. However, it’s hard to believe that Fiddes would have been ejected if he had continued to command the confidence of Donald Ferguson.

A modest revolution

As a regular St Kilda visitor, Major Colquhoun felt that the islanders’ move should be interpreted in a wider political context. He is worth quoting at length. ‘They simply wanted to be free from the irksome supervision of their benefactor, the saviour of their race. They “wanted the island for themselves” and they have got it; for even “The MacLeod” the nominal proprietor, can scarcely now interfere with them. What they further want, as, to them, the richer “harvest of the sea” is the harvest of the tourist season and of “personally conducted tours” on and around the island by field naturalists and others with long purses and no “Manse” further to interfere with them. They have shown themselves to be ungrateful, greedy and mercenary. They seem in reality to care as little for the United Free Church of Scotland as now they care for the church of their ancestors’.42

The destruction of offerings connected with the celebration of the coronation suggests considerable anger – perhaps a displacement activity which averted an outbreak of violence, or responded to such an event. Perhaps these actions indicated the repudiation of a ‘collective’ decision which not everyone had in fact supported. The islanders’ mindset at the time may perhaps be gauged from their standoff with the factor in September 1903. They had been refusing to pay the ‘poll tax’ for their sheep, and arrears had built up. The factor threatened not to bring their late summer oatmeal supplies; the St Kildans threatened to emigrate to South Africa.43 The following March, the islanders were said to be threatening to emigrate to Australia if they did not obtain certain concessions.44 In order to get their way, they were not averse to exaggeration. According to Colqhoun, in 1890 they had wanted Angus Fiddes to write a letter to a committee asking for money, claiming that the potato crop had failed; but this was August, said the major, and the potatoes were green and healthy.45

The people could also be militant, or simply perverse, over the question of smallpox vaccination. When they were first vaccinated, back in 1873, there had been no trouble. In 1900 they asked to be vaccinated, having heard of the outbreak of an epidemic further south, though in the event they wouldn’t allow their children to have the jab, since the doctor wasn’t able to stay long enough to monitor outcomes. In 1902, at the time of the Yorkshire expedition, they refused vaccination for the same reason.46 In 1906 a Dr Johnstone turned up in August and managed to vaccinate 60 per cent of the islanders. Quite a few were worried about being incapacitated during the vital fulmar-catching season. Seven to nine days later, many of the men weren’t feeling at all well; some lay in bed for two or three days. Arms were stiff and sore. On the first couple of fulmar-hunting days, August 13th and 14th, the weather was bad. On the 15th the sun shone; the men assembled early, some with their arms in slings. One man arrived from Harris the previous evening. His arm, of course, was fine, but he came out in sympathy, putting it in a sling and resisting the urge to work. The parliament discussed the feasibility of seeking financial compensation for time lost. Dr Johnstone felt that the islanders were playing up.47

Major Colquhoun’s analysis of the deeper causes of Fiddes’s departure was offered from a privileged vantage-point. He was one of the Colquhouns of Luss and came from Arrochar at the head of Loch Lomond. It was not unusual for the ‘greed’ and ‘mercenary attitudes’ of working people to be deplored by a man from a landowning family who owed his own wealth and social position to the financial acumen and opportunism of his ancestors (to say nothing of the work of marriage brokers, estate managers and accountants). During the 1890s Colquhoun had worked as a missionary among rich expatriates in Corsica and on the French Riviera – a tough gig, no doubt.48 Over the course of his visits to St Kilda, however, the major with an excessive love of quotation marks had come to appreciate something which no other commentator has spotted – that the islanders had, to most intents and purposes, gained a large measure of independence from their laird. Their wants, or some of them, could now be supplied by A.G. Ferguson, who could sell their tweed and resupply the island just as well as the factor, using the very same steamship. The tourist trade and the frequency of visits by trawlers had given the people more freedom of action, more economic opportunities, more room for manoeuvre. In an emergency, they could despatch a mail-boat and get the government to send supplies on a naval vessel. In 1910, a St Kildan was seen at Lochmaddy market on North Uist for the first time. He brought his cow and two stirks, although he was ‘unsuccessful at crying them until a friend put them up for auction and good prices were realised’.49 A couple of years later, the presence of a St Kildan at Lochmaddy market was considered quite normal.50

In terms of market economics, a community of weavers producing top-of-the-range tweed held quite a strong bargaining position. They could also tug on the heartstrings of the general public – as shown by the celebrated 1912 relief mission sponsored by the Daily Mirror. The leader-writer of the Highland News felt that such generosity could only be of benefit to the laird, the ‘little Czar’, as he put it.51

How much did the St Kildans’ ‘socialism’ contribute to their improved conditions of existence at the end of the nineteenth century? In 1896 one observer described St Kilda as ‘a socialistic community pure and simple’;52 he was not alone. Such a view is simplistic, but it contains more than a grain of truth. It all depends, of course, on what one means by socialism. St Kilda was essentially a self-governing, highly regulated republic whose hard-won communitarian ethic was not all-pervasive and rarely went unchallenged, if the atmosphere of their parliament is any guide. As a community, the people closed ranks against outsiders, including the tacksman; such people could never enter their moral universe. A certain paranoia was part of the mix, born of historical experience and encouraged by insularity. When E.D. Clarke visited Hirta in 1797, the people reproved their minister: ‘You are showing them where we sleep,’ they said, ‘that they may know where to find us in the night time; when they will come and kill us all!’53 During his 1822 mission, Rev. John MacDonald took a trip into Gleann Mór to visit the Well of Virtues, accompanied by a local lad, Donald MacKinnon. Inspired to compose a song, the missionary began to write in his pocketbook. Thinking that the man of God was going to do him some bodily harm, the young MacKinnon ran home to his father’s house in terror and hid under a bed. It was with ‘great coaxing’ that the minister and his father induced him to leave his hiding place.54

In their dealings with outsiders, the islanders displayed solidarity, a spirit of resistance and a high regard for legal niceties and precedents. Exploitation did not go unchallenged. In the mid 1880s the people of Hirta, encouraged by those with their interests at heart, and despite the essential conservatism of their minister of religion, became infected by the progressive spirit of the times. Unlike their religion, their ‘socialism’ was not imported by missionaries as an explicit doctrinal package, or by political activists; rather, it was traditional, implicit and empirical. In their resistance to the exactions and attitudes of the laird, and their desire to keep the minister of religion in line, the St Kildans needed little encouragement to reach for any weapon which came to hand.

By the dawn of the twentieth century, this community had effectively become independent of the laird’s monopolistic control and achieved better access to the trappings of modern living – the fripperies as well as the essentials. They now had more diverse sources of external support and were less subservient to those sent to offer spiritual guidance. The new settlement had been reached by all manner of means – in fits and starts, by hard work and with the help of others, as well as accidents of fortune. It was an achievement which we ought to recognise.
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The nurses’ tale

The Liberal government elected in 1905 introduced two reforms which benefitted the St Kildans. One was the provision of state pensions for the elderly. The other was the creation of the Highlands and Islands Medical Service, a response to the 1912 Dewar Report,1 which had argued that access to healthcare was a basic human right and proposed that it should be funded by the state, with minimum salaries for doctors, the provision of housing for nurses and so on. The service would be run from Edinburgh. These recommendations were accepted without opposition. Employers wanted men fit to work; the state required men fit to fight.

Unfortunately, the outbreak of the First World War put many of these plans on hold. However, the Health Board did manage to get a nurse onto St Kilda. Subsequent letters from the island’s nurses to their managers at the board contain many illuminating insights. The arrival of nurses did a lot to familiarise the islanders with the material comforts and conveniences of life on the mainland. A 1921 inventory of the contents of the factor’s house, where the nurses stayed, included linoleum, three hearth rugs, spring mattress and hair mattress, roller towel, an American stove, kitchen clock, clothes horse and a toast rack. At that point the house acquired a fish kettle, soup tureen, Aladdin lamp, galvanised bath, door mat, enamel bath and an earth closet complete with commode.2

Nursing at St Kilda was not always plain sailing. Nurse Robertson arrived on the lighthouse service vessel Pole Star in January 1914, several months after the medical emergency of June 1913, when all but six of the population of seventy-nine had been struck down with influenza.3 She didn’t stay long. In May, Margaret MacLennan succeeded her, arriving just in time for the next early-summer influenza epidemic. She took the opportunity to get sulphur burned in the houses and have them washed down with disinfectant. Unfortunately, Nurse MacLennan managed to antagonise the missionary and his wife. She left in mid August, with a knee problem.4

The privations of war

After the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria on June 28th, 1914, it seemed clear that war was imminent. The islanders, evidently well informed, feared for the future. On July 9th they sent off a petition, authorising Alec Ferguson to act for them. On August 3rd, the day before Britain declared war, Ferguson wrote to the administrators of the Kelsall fund asking for aid, pointing out that the previous spring the proprietor had, for the first time, been ‘unable to see his way’ to resupply the island. Within a couple of days, the factor advised the HASS against giving the St Kildans any help. ‘With the exception of Angus Gillies,’ he wrote, ‘all the signatories are able bodied men, who are quite able to go where they can get plenty of remunerative employment. When I see some of the signatories travelling 1st class on tourists steamers, and putting up at 1st class hotels on landing, it seems to me unnecessary to offer any opinion on the accuracy of the statements made in the petition.’ The factor got his way.

With the onset of war, food prices doubled. The bottom dropped out of the market for St Kilda’s most important export; if they could sell their cloth, the money received would be unlikely to cover the cost of imported food. They did, however, get good prices for tweed from visiting naval officers.5 In the spring of 1915 Factor Mackenzie did not resupply the island; from the end of March, Alexander MacKinnon, the missionary, was sending out calls for help from the Kelsall fund. Writing to the fund’s administrator, the factor took a hard line. The islanders could surely make their own arrangements. There was a government steamer going out once a week, and the tourist steamers were about to start their summer services. ‘They can always obtain employment,’ wrote the factor, ‘while many of them are of military age, and might be encouraged to enlist.’ It was left to Alec Ferguson to address the spring food crisis. Surprisingly, he was able to get his hands on sugar as well as white flour.6 In the spring of 1916 he again organised relief supplies, enlisting the help of a patrol vessel. However, he also asked for help from the Kelsall fund, pointing out that the islanders’ tweed production had suffered since they had been unable to import wool from the mainland to supplement their own. Once again, Factor Mackenzie waxed indignant: ‘These men should be encouraged to obtain employment at works of national importance in the South rather than to remain in comparative idleness on the island,’ he wrote.7 The administrators of the Kelsall fund learned to ignore the factor’s obstructive tactics; between 1915 and 1917 they provided £282 12s 6d by way of relief.8

The nurse in post during the first weeks of the war, Christina Aitchison, found much that disconcerted her. If cleanliness was next to godliness, nobody had told the St Kildans. The new nurse found them ‘the dirtiest people I have ever nursed’. The people had a bad habit of spitting, which they did even when they were attending services (in the dirtiest church she had ever seen). ‘They don’t seem to believe in boiling white clothes,’ she wrote. ‘Their sheets as a rule are rather grey in colour, and are not at all tempting when on the bed. An old boat oar is usually the weapon they use for thrashing the dirt out of the clothes. They have a very untidy habit of throwing cast off clothing into the drains running from the hills to the sea. Into these drains they throw all kinds of rubbish.’ The islanders weren’t keen on water, and they didn’t wash up until they had to. Head lice were common; so were abscesses, which the nurse attributed to defective standards of hygiene.9 The houses were often over-crowded; some people slept in the byres. The previous summer, a naval surgeon commented on the St Kildans’ habit of leaving windows closed, trapping ‘the irritating fumes of the peat fires’; also ‘garbage is thrown out in front of the cottages, and is scavenged to a certain extent by a horde of mongrel dogs’. He added: ‘The inhabitants defecate where they wish,’ although six years earlier a medical inspector had reported that they did so behind the head dyke.10

That said, the islanders’ general health was good. Nurse Aitchison found that ‘the people are awfully fond of medicine and have no faith in anything else except perhaps whisky’.11 She started classes for women, on first aid, home nursing and hygiene. (Back in 1914 the nurse’s hygiene talks had had to compete with preparation of wool for the winter weaving season.)12 Nurse Aitchison wanted the St Kildans to whitewash the inner walls of their houses once a year, and she planned to post notices asking them not to spit.13

However, she wasn’t getting on very well with the people; nor was she enjoying life on the island. She reported that ‘the people themselves are lugubrious. They have no games, no musical evenings, they don’t even dance in the long winter evenings.’14 Children came begging and ‘they would turn round and jeer at me if I displeased them in any way. The boys are especially rude, and arrogant.’ She tried to set up a garden near her house, but ‘this annoyed some of the older people’. Children uprooted her edging-stones; the precentor said she had only herself to blame, having taken ground which did not belong to her. Furthermore, the men who unloaded and moved her coal expected a tip. Part of the arrangement was that the islanders were supposed to supply her with food, but this hadn’t been formally agreed; they were quite capable of passing her door with ‘loads of sea birds, hundreds of eggs, and quantities of fresh fish’ without offering her anything.15 According to the nurse, their motto was ‘everything for nothing for us, nothing for nothing from us’.16 Supplies of milk and mutton were minimal. The nurse got fresh fish from the trawlers, and potatoes and fresh meat from a patrol boat. By early April she had had no butter or potatoes for weeks, got milk only once in ten days, and had eaten fresh meat only once that year.17 Things would have been even worse had not naval vessels turned up from time to time. Nurse Aitchison’s professional credibility had also been damaged. She had dispatched the missionary to Stornoway on a trawler as a case of suspected tuberculosis. It turned out that he only had severe indigestion, a diagnosis confirmed in Edinburgh.18

By April 10th, 1915, the nurse had had enough and asked to be withdrawn. Why had things gone so wrong? One issue, perhaps, was her lack of empathy for the islanders. ‘They quarrel among themselves over trifles,’ she wrote, ‘and agree just as easily. If there is any piece of work to be done the amount of talk to be done before they can proceed with the work is exasperating to a degree. They have no idea of working in an orderly methodical manner, day out and day in. They like to have the liberty of going where they like and when they like to work without any supervision . . . The St Kildans are sportsmen, not workers . . . the young men and boys waste a great deal of time lounging against the side of the house.’19 It sounds as if Nurse Aitchison also had little enthusiasm for the Free Church. Perhaps she was not deferential enough to the more influential figures in the community. It would not have been a good idea to annoy the missionary, let alone the Fergusons. At the age of eighty-one, old Donald was still a force to be reckoned with, and his son Neil seems to have been a chip off the old block. The next two nurses, Violet Kennedy and Eliza Gillan, got on better with the islanders: ‘Of course one must be tactful with them, and do things by degree,’ said Gillan.20 But they got into trouble if they ‘trespassed’ on the ground behind the house, an area designated as common land.

In the middle of the afternoon of August 17th, 1916, there was a tragic climbing accident. John MacDonald and Ewen Gillies had gone fowling on the cliffs. When their wives went up to take them their tea, they found not a heap of dead birds, but a loose rope dangling in the void. They shouted but heard nothing. They took out their knitting and waited. Then they re-checked the rope. ‘For a second they looked at each other in silence, then fled screaming down the hill,’ wrote Kirsty MacQueen later. ‘All night long women sobbed in the dwellings of Hirta, hiding their faces in their shawls and praying for the dawn.’ With daylight, ‘the use of a telescope soon picked out the form of a body lying on a rock far down towards the water’. Kirsty’s brother Donald volunteered to be lowered slowly down the cliff. Ewen Gillies was beyond help; John MacDonald’s body was never recovered.21 It was thought that the men, who were in their early thirties, had made an elementary mistake, sending the heavier man down the rope first.22 John MacDonald had been married for less than six weeks; on July 23rd his unmarried sister Bella, who was a couple of years older than him, had fallen victim to consumption. Perhaps his mind was not entirely focused on fowling.

Traditionally, in times of trouble, the islanders’ ancestors, fearful of being kidnapped and sold into slavery, or having sheep and cattle stolen by raiding parties from Harris, had kept watch from a high point from which they could see both bays where landings might take place.23 Now, in wartime, they were paid to occupy a vantage point on Oiseval and keep their eyes open for German U-boats. There were plenty of them around. On May 11th, 1918, U-90 steamed into Village Bay. As big as the Dunara Castle, but much sleeker, she must have been a terrifying sight. The wartime exploits of her captain, Walter Remy, included shooting sheep on North Rona, to provide fresh meat for his crew, and sinking four French fishing boats in a single day.24 Not three weeks previously, a U-boat had sunk a trawler just outside Village Bay.25

On this occasion, Kapitänleutnant Remy took up a megaphone and warned the islanders to make themselves scarce; some of them took shelter in a streambed. The captain intended to destroy the radio station. There was a barrage of shells lasting the best part of an hour. Finlay MacQueen, who’d gone down to the shore to beg for tobacco, coolly kept a tally, cutting seventy-two notches on a stick.26 The U-boat’s gunners had damaged the factor’s house (where Nurse Gillan was living), the feather store, the church and cottage number 1; cottages 2 and 3 were also hit. After the bombardment, the radio survived. However, the nurse’s accommodation was no longer habitable; Eliza Gillan was left with only the clothes she stood up in.27 She took up residence with a widow, however, and was soon introducing a party of little girls to sea-bathing (‘they enjoy it very much’). Less successfully, she tried to organise girls’ sewing classes, but found that they didn’t really work unless she got the gramophone going or found some games to amuse her pupils.28

After the war

During the war, the islanders had helped to install and maintain the radio station and were paid to act as lookouts. After the submarine attack, a large gun was installed just above the feather store; it is there to this day, maintained from time to time by NTS work parties. Ironically, its test firing is said to have taken place on the day of the Armistice, November 11th, 1918.29 Officialdom took an inordinate amount of time to deal with compensation claims and repairs to the buildings damaged by the U-boat attack. By the early months of 1919 Hirta was in rather a desperate situation. The military had been withdrawn almost overnight. Most trawlers were now fishing Icelandic waters, and they called much less frequently. In March the radio station was closed down, terminating a useful lifeline. Food supplies became very short; during March and April Nurse Gillan had to live mostly on seabirds, to the detriment of her health. And because a newly appointed missionary had refused to travel on a Sunday, the children had no school to attend and were running wild.30 The nurse was not amused. When June came, she must have been glad to leave.

During the Great War, the personnel of Hirta’s small military detachment, who lived in wooden huts just east of the manse, probably promoted modern consumerist attitudes more effectively than trawlermen, tourists or even islanders who had worked away. Young people already facing the island’s demographic crisis now began to deplore the island’s cultural limitations. Ever since the 1850s, the population had fluctuated between seventy and eighty. After the war, numbers halved in a single decade. And when people emigrated, life was harder for those left behind.

Soon after the war, Alec Ferguson bought a small twin-screw motor yacht, the Colonsay. She was 11 tons, 45ft (13.7m) long and carried 450 square feet (42 square metres) of sail; he could sail her with an engineer and a couple of deckhands31 (Plate 14). In the middle of May 1919, accompanied by his son and another man, he made the long voyage from the Clyde to St Kilda; it was the first time such a feat had been accomplished, he told a journalist.32 Ferguson stayed on Hirta until July. This trip was the first of many. On one occasion, in August 1923, he took a small party of visitors with him, taking them very close to the rock stacks. The weather wasn’t good, and they were forced to spend time moored in the North Bay. One or two islanders walked over to see them; Alec said they could do with a sheep. In short order, a sheep was ‘caught, killed, skinned, dressed on the spot, and brought on board to be cooked’.33

The next nurse, Mrs Jeanie MacKenzie, was a war widow with two small sons. She was an energetic woman, not afraid of hard work. In 1921 a visiting doctor reported that ‘she goes in and out amongst [the people], is at their beck and call, bakes for them, cleans and washes, makes their beds, and sometimes [gets] little thanks’. He also noted that the islanders smoked too much and sometimes got drunk on alcohol provided by visiting trawlermen.34 The nurse felt that ‘nursing on the island is a farce for a good many months of the year’;35 she despaired of promoting good standards of hygiene. Getting seriously ill patients off the island was a real headache. Nine-year-old Kirsty MacDonald, ‘a nice little girl’ from number 3, had an abscess. The nurse wanted to get her to hospital on a Fleetwood trawler. However, her father was short of cash. He had hoped to get his daughter a free passage owing to his friendship with a trawler skipper, but his plan did not work out.36 She died, according to the register from influenza. On December 30th, 1921, the nurse reported the death of twelve-year-old Rachel MacDonald from number 16. Her meningitis had commenced on December 5th; ‘I was very sorry I could not have proper assistance for a case of the kind,’ she commented.37

The islanders had known that Rachel was doomed when someone saw an apparition of a person long dead. Portents of this kind were not unknown; certain seabird behaviour was also deemed to be ominous.38 ‘Second sight’ was regarded as perfectly normal. In 1907 seventy-five-year-old Rachel MacCrimmon, a redoubtable old woman who lived in an old blackhouse and was held in considerable awe, survived ‘a somewhat serious accident’ in which she fell over a precipice.39 One day in January 1914, when apparently in perfectly good health, she prophesied her own death. The following Sunday, she went to church as usual. That night, a few visitors called by to listen to her ‘poetical effusions’; they found ‘the old saint’ working at her spinning-wheel. Next morning she was found dead in bed.40 That was the story told only six months later. Checking on the register of deaths, I found that the cause of death was ‘unknown’. However, January 8th, the recorded date of her death, was actually a Thursday.

The St Kildans never lost their belief in omens. The call of the cuckoo, which did not visit Hirta annually, was traditionally an ill omen, according to Martin.41 The cuckoo was allegedly heard before the death of Queen Victoria in 1901, the drowning accident of 1909, the cliff-fall deaths in 1916 and the German bombardment of 1918, as well as before the islands were put up for sale in June 1910.42 Famously, the cuckoo is only heard from April until June. Since the Queen’s death occurred in January, the drowning in March and the cliff-falls in August, the bird evidently gave plenty of notice! When omens are recalled to mind, false memory syndrome seems not entirely out of the question.

Getting medical assistance was very difficult. April 9th, 1920, saw the beginning of an outbreak of influenza – probably a final flourish of the terrible pandemic of 1918–19. On April 15th little Kirsty MacDonald died of the disease. Next day Nurse MacKenzie sent a message by Fleetwood trawler, asking for stores; she declared a medical emergency and requested medicines. By April 23rd sixty-four islanders were confined to bed, only two being fit for work. From Fleetwood, the nurse’s message was telegraphed to the Health Board, arriving on April 25th. The board contacted the GPO; it turned out that a trawler was expected to sail from Fleetwood on April 28th. An order for medicines was telegraphed; however, the trawler sailing was cancelled. On April 30th word came from Aberdeen that the trawler Active was returning to St Kilda on May 2nd. She arrived on May 4th, with Dr Shearer on board. By that time the emergency was over. It had taken nearly three weeks to get a doctor.43

In June 1922 an event occurred which must have been traumatic for virtually the entire community. On Friday the 16th a party of a dozen men went to Boreray, 4 miles away, to shear the sheep. A few days later, fog rolled in, followed by gales which lasted several days. On Sunday June 25th, after the fog had lifted, watchers on Hirta saw that a patch of ground some 7 metres square had been deturfed. It wasn’t to the left of the staller’s house – which would have meant ‘short of provisions, send boat’. It was to the right – meaning that someone had been taken ill. However, the sea was too rough to take action. The following day, two boats set out for Boreray. When the fog cleared, they saw that there were now two deturfed patches – the sign meaning death.44 One can only imagine the emotions of those waiting on the pier at Village Bay, not knowing the identity of the deceased, watching the slow but relentless approach of the boats. It turned out that Donald Gillies, the thirty-seven-year-old father of four girls, had died after sixteen hours of agony, probably from appendicitis.45

Nurse Jeanie MacKenzie did what she could for the islanders. In 1920 she appealed for help with introducing indoor games (‘anything from “snap” to chess’).46 She took a few young St Kildans home with her when she went on leave; they coped well with boarding trains and other novel experiences.47 Sometimes she could do good without recourse to medicine. Take the case of the old couple on croft 6. Angus and Ann Gillies had had seven babies, of whom six died in infancy; the only survivor, Ewen, had died at twenty, in 1898, when Angus and Ann were in their fifties. They lived out the rest of their days as a childless couple – empty-nesters whose nest had never been remotely full. Ann developed mental health problems and often took to her bed. She was the only woman who didn’t attend church, and the only one who smoked; she had a clay pipe, and favoured the strongest tobacco on the market, Black Twist. On New Year’s Day, 1923, Mrs MacKenzie took some dinner to Angus and Ann, accompanied by her two little boys. They set up the gramophone which the nurse had brought onto the island, along with some records personally donated by Sir Harry Lauder. ‘They were delighted,’ she wrote. ‘I have a few Gaelic records, psalms, and the two old folks were singing. I wish you could have seen them. Angus looked so happy, and Annie was sitting eating, singing and smiling.’48 By the following May, however, Angus had developed cancer of the rectum. According to the nurse, he had ‘neither grouse nor grumble’ and his ‘peaceful contentment’ was enviable. In August Dr Shearer felt that ‘his contentment and resignation are really very touching’.49 Angus died a year later. In his younger days he had once ‘bagged to his own rod no less than six hundred and twenty puffins in a single day’.50

During Nurse MacKenzie’s last days on Hirta, the islanders were treated to their first film show – surely the ultimate ‘flicks in the sticks’. It was held in the tiny schoolroom, whose walls were decorated with pictures of a lion, a tiger and a horse, not to mention Cameron Highlanders. Four boys held tweed rugs against the windows to create a blackout. Recruiting an audience was not altogether straightforward; eighty-three-year-old Margaret MacDonald sat outside number 8, brandishing a disapproving stick at cinema-goers. Although old people took a rain check, younger ones came along, with small children perched on their shoulders; a dozen rumbustious dogs completed the audience. First up was the cup final. The children screamed with laughter; adults were unimpressed. Then came a film about Sauchiehall Street, which left the audience bewildered. And then the show was interrupted by old Neil MacKinnon, who put his head round the door, calling to his little grandson; he wanted help with some sheep which had strayed too near the cliff. The next film, featuring an approaching railway locomotive, caused a panic; the audience rushed outside. The projectionist was left turning the handle of his machine, trying vainly to call them back; they were going to miss the Charlie Chaplin comedy and the cowboy film. However, the show was effectively over. One of the islanders watched sardonically from outside the makeshift cinema. Blasé after several visits to Oban, he had no need to go to the show.51

Jean MacKenzie’s final days featured a disturbance in church. The missionary had pleaded for two feuding families to make peace. Some young men became angry and went to the church ‘to drag the preacher down’.52 He was rescued by his wife. Eventually peace was restored – though the nurse was scared enough to lock her door. ‘They seldom actually fight,’ she told a journalist, ‘but factions stand on the hills and try to shout one another down in Gaelic.’ Theft was common, according to the nurse. Apparently, there was an ongoing row among the MacDonalds about a disputed inheritance. Presumably with reference to the sending of ‘convicts’ to Hirta in 1730, the canard was that every family was on the island for their sins: the MacDonalds for murder, the MacQueens for sheep-stealing and shebeening (distilling illicit whisky), the Gillieses for various crimes.53 Looking back, however, the nurse admitted that ‘though there were disputes and disturbances, we always found that it was the good that prevailed in the end’.54

In 1919, after talking with the nurse in his office, an official in the Health Board recorded a more disturbing episode. Neil Ferguson, the ground officer, had refused to send a boat out to a trawler with a note requesting a doctor for one of her patients. Ferguson ‘did not think they would go’. Asked to account for his attitude, the nurse ‘told me that the islanders in general, and Neil in particular, are anxious for “something to happen” to bring a “Government boat” out. St Kilda does not receive sufficient attention, and they will do anything to advertise it. A death in the circumstances would have been good business and evidently the patient’s welfare and Mrs MacKenzie’s feelings went for nothing.’ The memo also noted that ‘the islanders regard everything that comes to St Kilda as common property and make free with Nurse’s coal and oil, sometimes even going to the length of filling up her oil cask with water when they have helped themselves’.55 It was virtually impossible for an outsider to be accepted as part of the moral universe on the island. As one visitor put it, the St Kildans ‘while most unselfish among themselves . . . were selfish with everyone outside’.56

By April 1922 the nurse was seeking to leave; she wanted her boys educated on the mainland.57 Uncertain of her prospects, however, she decided to stay for another winter. By now, a lot was going wrong. Her coal was being filched; in the late summer of 1921 her supply was returned to Glasgow undelivered, the men having refused to take the sacks off the steamer.58 The islanders were still not providing her with the amount of food expected. Furthermore, the relationship between Mrs MacKenzie and the Camerons at the manse had seriously broken down.59 In August 1922 Alec Ferguson wrote to the Health Board demanding the nurse’s dismissal, claiming that ‘she has totally lost the confidence of the people’. He claimed that they weren’t receiving much medicine for their contributions, that there was a shortage of the right kind of medicines, that the nurse was giving incorrect medical advice and ignoring some cases altogether. A few days later he wrote complaining about shortages of castor or cod liver oil. A week later, Dr Shearer, the nurse’s line manager, visited Ferguson at his business premises and put him right on a few matters.60 Nurse MacKenzie remained in post.

Before she left, the islanders made her a leaving present – a length of tweed – which was produced in characteristic communitarian fashion. ‘In the making of it everyone on the island had a hand. All the women on the island came together into her kitchen and combed and carded the wool. Afterwards the wool was divided into fifteen bundles, one for every house on the island. A bundle was then taken to each house, where the wool was spun into yarns.’ The tweed was woven on the loom at number 10 by young Mary MacQueen and probably by her elder brother Donald, where she lived with her widowed mother.61 Nurse MacKenzie had worked on Hirta for eight years, longer than any of the other nurses. The women evidently appreciated what she had done for them.

A rare breed

In August 1922 the islanders were looking forward to the visit of the Secretary of State for Scotland. They intended to press him to do something about the laird’s control of Soay and his ‘ownership’ of the feral Soay sheep, traditionally a source of fresh meat. At the end of the nineteenth century, they were supposed to pay the laird 2s 6d per carcass,62 a day’s wages for an unskilled workman. In September Neil Ferguson, the ground officer, who owned by far the largest number of sheep on Hirta, wrote to the Agriculture Board pointing out that ‘our proprietor holds the island of Soa yet and keeps on it useless stock from which we are not getting any wool’. He was proposing to cross Soays with Blackfaces, and he enquired about the preservation of the Soay race. The factor wrote to the board pointing out that the laird was keen to preserve ‘the ancient brown sheep of the country’, and that the islanders were unwilling to pay for their replacement by a more developed breed.63 In May 1923 the laird appealed to the Land Court for adjudication.64 At around the same time, he ‘made an offer to the inhabitants to provide them with equivalent holdings on his estate in Skye’. His proposal was not accepted.65 In 1924 the MacLeod tried to persuade Lord Leverhulme to buy St Kilda for £6,000 – or £5,000 with the Soay sheep thrown in. Leverhulme, who had recently purchased the Isle of Harris, didn’t take the bait, though he did take some Soays for his country seat at Rivington, near Bolton.66

The laird was now in his early eighties. Controlling the supply of Soay sheep was perhaps virtually the only advantage of owning St Kilda. The Soays had first attracted serious scientific interest back in the days when his father, Norman, was employed at the South Kensington Museum.67 Norman MacLeod had got to know General Pitt-Rivers, a man often designated by British archaeologists as the father of their discipline. In 1880 Pitt-Rivers inherited Rushmore, a large estate on Cranborne Chase in Dorset, and started excavating archaeological sites in the park. The discovery of sheep bones on his Romano-British sites led him to seek advice from Henry Nottidge Moseley, Professor of Human and Comparative Anatomy at Oxford, who probably told him about the Soays of St Kilda. Pitt-Rivers got in touch with Norman MacLeod. Soon a few primitive sheep were on their way south, probably in 1883 or 1884. They survived an epic journey. On Soay, after being hunted and pinned down by dogs, the sheep were roped or netted and then carried down the island’s steep sides, lashed to the bodies of men clutching a fixed rope as they descended to the waiting boat. They were then rowed to Village Bay (which would have taken the best part of two hours) and in due course transferred to the next steamer. The sheep were disembarked at Oban, at the railway pier, and taken south by train on the recently constructed Oban–Callander line. They must then have been despatched by way of the complex Victorian rail network to reach Tisbury, the local station for Rushmore, before being driven or taken by cart up the scarp onto the chalk downland where Pitt-Rivers’s park was situated, a distance of about 9 miles (14 km). Pitt-Rivers kept the Soays in his park and bred from them. One of his assistant’s sketches of these unusual sheep appeared in an excavation report three or four years later; ‘They are beautiful little animals,’ wrote Pitt-Rivers.

Sheep bones found on archaeological sites could now be compared directly with those of Soays. Pitt-Rivers encouraged the excavators of the famous Iron Age ‘lake village’ of Glastonbury, in Somerset, to do just this. Glastonbury became an iconic archaeological site;68 the publication of the animal bone report in 1917 must have cemented the status of the Soay as the archetypal ‘prehistoric sheep’. The Soays were important not for their looks but for their scientific value. The expert was James Cossar Ewart, Professor of Natural History at the University of Edinburgh. Writing in the first two decades of the twentieth century, Ewart sketched the history of sheep domestication in prehistoric Europe, his understanding greatly helped by the survival of the Soays. He also carried out breeding experiments, crossing Soays with Southdowns; he enthused about the excellence of Soay mutton and the strength and quality of Soay wool. By working along Mendelian lines, Soay rams could be utilised, he believed, ‘for restoring the vigour, without destroying the characteristics, of decadent improved modern breeds’. Ewart’s wool expert thought that Soay wool was ‘finer and shorter in the staple than any other Scottish wool’ and ‘makes nice level yarn and can be spun to fine counts’. However, the wool was too short in the staple to be woven into tweed on its own. As the St Kildans knew, it was more suitable for knitting gloves and socks.

Nursing in the 1920s

Jeanie Mackenzie’s successor, Mary MacDougall, came from South Uist. In February 1924 she wrote: ‘I am as yet getting along wonderfully well, considering the place and people and as you say gaining an experience which I will never forget.’ She also commented: ‘Really the things they smoke and eat here, I think they must be poison-proof.’69 In September 1924 a visiting medic reported: ‘The nurse gave me the impression that she suspects her correspondence is occasionally tampered with. This prevents her being so frank in her reports or messages to the Board as she might be.’70 Postmaster Ferguson must have been the prime suspect.

Communications had not improved. In 1924 there was an outbreak of pneumonia. The islanders signalled to a Norwegian whaler, which sent a signal to another boat, which conveyed a wireless message to the mainland. The Health Board then telegraphed the postmaster in Fleetwood to get him to arrange for a trawler to call at Oban for a doctor whom they were sending from Edinburgh. Eventually Messrs W. Morley and Co. consented to the Philip Godby making the call. The trip from Oban took the trawler fifteen hours.71 Making arrangements for the care of patients was as complicated and hit-and-miss as ever.

During Nurse MacDougall’s time, a whole family emigrated. William MacDonald had married in 1895, taking over croft number 3 from his wife’s unmarried aunt. Getting hitched just after the defeat of infantile tetanus, the young couple were ideally placed to revive the community’s demographic fortunes. However, their older children emigrated to Lewis as soon as they reached adulthood. In 1924 William and his wife, Mary Ann, followed, taking the rest of the family. William had become a skilled taxidermist, sending specimens to Manchester Museum. He may have been encouraged or even trained by Harry Brazenor, an enterprising Manchester taxidermist who made a ‘short but successful’ trip to St Kilda in 1907. He may have made another in 1908; we know that he sought sponsors for such a project, promising to supply forty-eight labelled cabinets of stuffed birds each containing twenty-five species with nestlings.72 It seems likely that Brazenor also taught the basics of taxidermy to Finlay MacQueen.73

The renovation of the port facilities at An t’Ob (Leverburgh), part of Lord Leverhulme’s development plan for Harris, was creating jobs for local people. After interviewing William at Stornoway Castle, the celebrated mogul of commerce and industry offered jobs – and a house, in due course. The family left Hirta on a couple of Norwegian whalers bound for the blubber-processing station at Bhunabhainneader, to the west of Tarbert, which supplied Leverhulme’s factory at Port Sunlight with whale-fat for making soap. The MacDonalds laboured in quarries for 4d an hour and slept in a wooden hut: ‘I found the work very tough and some of the navvies even tougher,’ commented William’s son Callum later. He was sixteen at the time. ‘We were all feeling disillusioned with the way things had turned out and we realised we were better off living on our own island,’ he said. Lord Leverhulme died nine months later. Work came to a standstill; the quarrymen were paid off. Shortly afterwards, William became seriously ill. In the days before his death, he used to go down to the seashore alone, praying aloud for ‘comfort and strength for the island of St Kilda and its people’. Nobody re-occupied the family’s old home on Hirta74 (Plate 15).

Nurse MacDougall was succeeded by Katherine Littlejohn, who had spent three years nursing on Fair Isle. A visitor provided a neat thumbnail sketch of her: ‘With a dog and a cat as her only companions, this modest Scotswoman read to me extracts from her diary, in which quotations from Tolstoy and the journal of John Wesley were mingled with her own reflections on life in the loneliness of this distant island.’ There is a picture of her, wearing a fashionable hat with a down-turned brim, holding two St Kilda babies.75 In the early summer of 1926 Nurse Littlejohn and her locum, Edith Plumbly (who thought the St Kildans were ‘barbarians’), had to cope with a serious influenza epidemic.76 On Friday May 7th, the crew of a trawler anchored in the bay told the islanders that their skipper had gone down with flu. Ignoring this warning, ten men went on board. Many people then fell ill, as did the nurse. The outbreak took place during a heatwave. The nurse’s diary entry for May 17th, 1926, read: ‘A fine day; green grass; singing birds; calling gulls; cackling hens; blue sky; shining sun; all things bright and beautiful . . . dirty village; sick people – sick, sick people! “I to the hills will lift my eyes, from whence do come mine aid”.’ On Tuesday May 18th, old Kirsty Gillies died. The following Friday night, the nurse and two men lit a signal fire on Oiseval. There was no response. Next day Kirsty’s sister, Catherine Gillies, wife of Finlay, succumbed. The next day, the Sabbath, saw the death of another elderly victim, John Gillies. Back in 1890 John had been the bridegroom of the ‘queen of St Kilda’, Ann Ferguson, at a famously postponed wedding. With his death, Ann was widowed. In the space of five days, their eldest son, Donald, had lost his father and his mother-in-law.

That day, spotting a boat, the islanders lit another bonfire, to no avail. The following day, eighty-seven-year-old Margaret MacDonald died. At the age of twenty-eight, Margaret had lost her husband, drowned on the Dargavel; she had become the community’s ‘wise woman’, dealing with cases of sickness. By this time medicines and food were running low; so was water. In the driftwood store, the extra-long ‘coffin cleit’ near the church, there was only enough wood for two coffins. The planks for Margaret’s had to be prised from the ceiling of her house, number 8.77 On Tuesday May 25th, a whaler came in; the nurse could now send a telegram asking for a doctor’s visit, medicines and disinfectants. However, as luck would have it, all this took place during a national coal strike. Two days later, the postmaster at Fleetwood wired the Health Board: DURING STRIKE NO PROSPECT OF TRAWLER LEAVING FOR ST KILDA. Eventually a doctor arrived, brought by a fisheries protection vessel.78

During the summer of 1926 coal became a burning issue, so to speak. Unloading the stuff wasn’t always a straightforward matter. Sometimes, steamer captains left with coal still on board. They might be worried about worsening weather conditions, or anxious not to get too far behind with their sailing schedule. Sometimes their impatience was due to the ‘inefficiency’ of the islanders, perhaps complicated by Sabbath observance. The St Kildans often struck tough bargains over the unloading of coal, sometimes displaying reluctance to move it, sometimes refusing outright. Occasionally the amount they proposed to charge triggered a standoff. By the mid 1920s there were not enough men to handle more than one boat at a time – which was irritating when a steamer’s captain was impatient to leave.

In June, July and August 1926 steamers left Village Bay with coal for St Kilda still on board. In August, Elizabeth MacLeod, the missionary’s wife, wrote a letter to her MP. ‘On July 29th,’ she wrote, ‘the Captain would not remain here until our coal was all unloaded, though the men say that another half hour would have been sufficient time to get all off. Instead of this, they sent a wireless message to their owners, stating “St Kildans on strike”. If there was anyone on strike it was the Captain and purser of the Hebrides.’79 In their report, the captain and purser vigorously defended themselves. Eventually the owner of the Hebrides organised an extra trip; stores and mail were safely landed on September 20th. Things could get pretty desperate. Captain Arthur Tonner had recently come out with relief supplies on the Robert Murray; thirty islanders crammed themselves into ‘their dilapidated old lifeboat’ and then scrambled ‘like lamplighters’ up the sides of the big trawler. The mailbags were almost torn to pieces. The skipper was reminded of Captain Cook’s accounts of voyages in the South Seas.80

Nurse Littlejohn’s best summer must have been 1927, her last on the island, when visiting scientists kept her company. April saw the arrival of John Mathieson, intending to map the archipelago at a scale of six inches to the mile, the Ordnance Survey not having got round to it. A distinguished seventy-two-year-old Arctic explorer, Mathieson was still leading expeditions to Svalbard (then called Spitsbergen).81 At St Kilda he was assisted by Alec Cockburn, a young geologist who had work to do for his BSc degree. Mathieson, who had once worked as a surveyor for the Ordnance Survey, did a wonderful job, mapping in extremely intricate detail and recording the names of many coastal features, preserving them for posterity just three years before the evacuation. It was fortunate that he was a Gaelic speaker.

On July 3rd John Gladstone, a young botanist from Magdalene College, Cambridge, arrived on the Dunara Castle with two friends from Trinity. Mathieson wrote Gladstone a letter offering him the loan of a Jaeger sleeping bag and the opportunity of sharing a tent with Cockburn. He added a postscript, noting that he had just been turfed out of the factor’s house by the factor, who needed the accommodation for himself and Seton Gordon, the well-known writer and naturalist. Mathieson had to join Cockburn in the tent; his wife lodged with the nurse. Gladstone and his friends stayed at the manse. (Ingenious juggling with visitor accommodation would later become familiar to anyone doing research on St Kilda at the end of the twentieth century.) Seton Gordon arrived on Sunday June 12th and immediately ascended Conachair with Mathieson, in glorious weather. Next day he went to Soay with a sheep-gathering party; the day after, he was taken to Boreray, with Neil Gillies as his guide. Neil told him that his mother, at the age of twelve, had once caught twelve-score puffins. (This was Ann Ferguson, the former ‘queen of St Kilda’ and big sister of Alec and Neil.) The weather deteriorated; on the Thursday, seventeen trawlers sheltered in the bay. Seton Gordon played his beloved bagpipes. On Friday afternoon he was away on the Hebrides.82

Gladstone kept a diary (intriguingly, two days’ entries were torn out by the missionary’s wife).83 He didn’t record much about his relationship with Mathieson and Cockburn. Mathieson did find time to show the students his archaeological excavation at the supposed site of Christ Church, somewhere near the graveyard. In 1927 tweed prices had fallen. Although the islanders could sell tweed to tourists for 4s 6d, they could only get 2s 6d a yard from Alec Ferguson. That autumn, they sold their entire output to a firm in Galashiels, who had the tweed made up into 124 men’s overcoats in crotal and white, which they sold to a firm in Philadelphia, USA. Rather than produce tweed, they were now intending to sell raw wool for whatever they could get for it. Gladstone discovered that the archipelago had been put up for sale. When he got home, he drew this to the attention of the NTS and the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves. There was no reaction.

When the missionary was on leave, the St Kildans pounced on visitors likely to help with putting on church services, which they apparently liked to hold in English as well as Gaelic; Gladstone heard the Word from a vicar from Lincolnshire. When it came to performing in church, some of the worshippers displayed real talent. The ‘artlessness and sincerity’ of the islanders’ church services made Gladstone ‘blush red all over’. The undergraduates were struck by the beauty of John Gillies’ voice, with its rhythmical risings and lowerings. And who would have thought that old Calum MacDonald, half-blind and taciturn, a man pushed around by others, was capable of such inspirational preaching? Gladstone found the St Kildans the kindest and most affectionate people he had ever met. The widow of Donald Gillies gave him a pair of gloves, worth 5s; she did not have the monetary instinct, thinking only of making people happy, wrote the young man. According to Nurse Littlejohn, the islanders loved pretending to be ill, but they were bad at taking medical advice. Many of them had skin diseases, boils, sores, abscesses and blisters – caused, the nurse thought, by eating too much meat and not enough vegetables.

Some of the St Kildans worked in Glasgow for most of the year and came home for the summer, having developed attitudes which grated on Gladstone. Such people were ‘spoiling’ St Kilda, felt the young botanist. Donald John Ferguson, he said, had picked up a ‘horrible’ Glasgow accent and was dissatisfied with everything on Hirta. Norman MacQueen also had a shipbuilding job in Glasgow. Norman’s father was the redoubtable Finlay MacQueen. When tourists arrived, old Finlay hung around for most of the day with a big bale of cloth. He was not very proficient at marketing. ‘I am not amused,’ wrote Gladstone, ‘when I see the most venerable-looking man on the island, who has hardly a word of English, being pushed aside; but I hate far more to see what is passing in his mind. He remembers the time when these things were not done; when it was counted an honour to have caught more puffins than the rest; to have climbed to places among the rocks into which others had never penetrated.’

Gladstone’s diary contains pen-portraits of some of the islanders. The Fergusons were a force to be reckoned with. There was old Neil, the postmaster, hard-working and intelligent, his wife, in her early fifties and still attractive, and his daughter-in-law, who was a tremendous saleswoman. Neil junior was a quiet man who had inherited his mother’s good looks. By way of contrast, two of the MacKinnon boys at number 1, members of a large family, were very good at begging. Their father was planning emigration to Canada. Blind Calum MacDonald’s daughter was described as too stupid to have made a go of dressmaking in Glasgow and had had to come home. (Not all St Kildans did well away from Hirta; seventeen-year-old Rachel Gillies tried domestic service in Fleetwood, in the home of a couple of heavy drinkers, and came home after a few months.)84 According to Gladstone, John Gillies at number 15 was ‘fat and lazy’, his performance in church being his main redeeming feature. There were others whom the young man liked and respected. Ewen MacDonald at number 16 was a great help to Alex Cockburn, providing him with geological samples which were hard to reach without rock-climbing skills. Donald Gillies at number 14 was ‘a kind simple man who has inherited all the old St Kildan virtues’. Donald told the botanist that his family consisted of ‘2 girls, 3 dogs, 2 white cats without tails, 1 hen and chickens and a wife’.

In July 1927 Katherine Littlejohn was replaced by an Englishwoman, Barbara Flett, who fell out seriously with Neil Ferguson, the ground officer. At the end of January 1928 she became ill with a gastric ulcer and was taken off the island early in March. This was round about the time when the islanders were mortified to have run out of matches and had to be resupplied by Captain Carter of the trawler Loughrigg.85 Flett’s replacement took up her duties on May 21st. Williamina Barclay was destined to play a key role in the final episode of the community’s history. The nurse who had trained as a midwife was soon to preside over the community’s last rites.
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Winter of discontent

On June 20th, 1929, Williamina Barclay returned to Hirta after a month’s leave, to start her second year on the island. On the whole, she had quite enjoyed her first year: ‘The days slip calmly past,’ she had reported in December. She liked the islanders, who had cheerfully supplied her with mutton, potatoes and other things, although in June they had unloaded only half her coal and failed altogether to unload it in July and August. The St Kildans enjoyed listening to her wireless set.1 There was another at the manse, where the missionary could pick up the Daventry transmitter. Whenever he heard interesting news, he wrote it out and distributed a minuscule ‘newspaper’.2 Early in her stay Williamina had enjoyed the company of Alec Cockburn, the young geologist, and also the missionary’s young locum. Before she went on leave, she had planted up her garden.3

Williamina was forty-six. She’d been born in the Gorbals, in Glasgow, the daughter of Andrew Barclay, an engineer who became part-owner of a firm whose factory produced an industrial drive belt under patent.4 Williamina had once worked as a shop assistant. In her youth she had lived in a comfortable detached villa in a good neighbourhood, at 31 Westercraigs, Dennistown. In 1917, at the age of thirty-four, unmarried and with a seventy-year-old widowed father at home, she decided to acquire professional qualifications. Training as a Queen’s Nurse at the Glasgow Royal Infirmary, she did a midwifery course in Dundee, and then worked as a district nurse at Port Glasgow.5 Her references for the St Kilda post describe her as very intelligent, well educated, popular and naturally tactful; she had plenty of common sense, with ‘a nice appearance and a pleasant manner’. The matron at Glasgow Royal Infirmary said she could be thoroughly recommended.6 A couple of years later she was described as ‘fashionably dressed’ and ‘an extremely capable and charming person’.7

During her brief leave in 1929 Williamina saw her dentist in Glasgow; chewing toffees on the island had wreaked havoc with her fillings.8 She was waylaid by a journalist, who asked about the possible evacuation of St Kilda. The government had offered no comment on the subject; it was felt that the evacuation should not come about because of ‘pressure from official desks’. Nurse Barclay diplomatically pointed out that her job was to attend to the health of the St Kildans.9

The population of Hirta had fallen to thirty-eight. Nurse Barclay told officials at the Health Board that the annual summer wool-gathering trip to Boreray, during which the boat was taken back to Hirta and returned later, had now become logistically impossible; there simply weren’t enough able-bodied men. Also, unloading the steamer had become a more time-consuming and contentious business. And in order to make up for a shortage of wool, Neil Ferguson, the ground officer, had started importing yarn from outside. If the news got out, it would impair the reputation of St Kilda tweed, now virtually the islanders’ only export. The situation gave Nurse Barclay cause for concern; an official took note.10

The weavers were still working hard. Every year they were making about 1,000–1,200 yards of tweed (circa 900m–1,100m); in terms of output per head of population, they had fallen back to the level of around 1890. In 1929 there were only eleven households on Hirta, producing an average of something like 100 yards each. By this time there were only five healthy men of the right age to weave. Every time she walked along the street, Nurse Barclay would have been conscious of the parlous state of the community. Six of the sixteen houses were empty; a further two were in single occupation.11 Only eight sheltered proper families. The only large family on the island, the MacKinnons, lived at number 1, which housed eight children and young adults whose ages ranged from four to twenty. None of the other houses contained more than two children. The community consisted of eight able-bodied men, five wives, six widows, two old men, three young people, eight children of school age and three younger ones.12 When they reached adulthood, how many of the children would be able to find marriage partners on the island?

The idea of evacuation had cropped up during Nurse Barclay’s first summer, in June 1928. The elderly Rev. Finlay MacQueen, minister of the East Kew Presbyterian Church in Melbourne, Australia, had turned up on Hirta with his wife. Finlay, the son of Callum, a prominent member of the 1852 emigration party, presented the people with a flag, a gift from the mayor of St Kilda in Melbourne, which was briefly flown from the flagpole. Finlay stayed three weeks. He was shocked by the islanders’ inability to assemble the annual Boreray wool-getting gang. Like his grandfather before him, he felt that drastic action was called for. Surely it was now time to evacuate the island? The families of the younger, able-bodied men would be welcome in Australia. Donald Gillies was prepared to sign up on the spot. Perhaps homes for the older folk might be found on Skye?

In late July Rev. MacQueen put his proposal to a couple of civil servants in Edinburgh.13 They suggested talking to the laird and placed on file the list of prospective emigrants and their employment prospects. Later, passing through London, MacQueen did see the eighty-nine-year-old MacLeod of MacLeod and discovered that he was keen on the idea. He also sounded out the Overseas Settlement Department at the Dominions Office. Officials were cautious; so was MacLeod’s factor, who felt it would not look good if the initiative for evacuation didn’t come from the people themselves. The making of MacQueen’s list was a rehearsal for what was to happen eighteen months later; it was evidently drawn up with the help of Nurse Barclay, who didn’t seem to have a problem with disclosing medical information.14

Winter worries

In 1929 the autumn was wet and miserable, with only one dry day in two and a half months.15 As usual, the St Kildans would need to husband their stocks of imported groceries, tobacco and coal wisely; they could not be sure when they would be resupplied, or how comprehensively. The shortages would begin to bite after Christmas. Nurse Barclay had planted potatoes and vegetables, hoping to keep her diet healthy and augment her stock of oranges and lemons and ‘the occasional gift of green vegetables and turnips from trawlers’; she was concerned about the damage likely to be done to her garden by wind and sea-spray.16

For the islanders, getting news of their expatriate relatives was becoming increasingly difficult. For mail, they still depended on erratic and unpredictable deliveries by trawlers. And now, on orders from their owners, trawler skippers were less accommodating. Deep-sea fishing was becoming much more competitive. Between 1929 and 1930 the fish catch recorded at Fleetwood increased by over 5,000 tons, or 8.5 per cent.17 There were now more trawlers working out of the port than ever before (or since). Boats didn’t spend long tied up; they had to repay their owners’ investments. Echo-sounding devices were beginning to come in.18 At this time, when they worked off St Kilda, fishermen were mostly catching hake. In March 1929 it was reported that hake ‘has suddenly become over-abundant around the island of St Kilda’; in March 1930 the Fleetwood trawler Robert Murray, a familiar visitor, was to land an enormous catch – 500 stones of selected hake, 2,000 stones of medium hake and 680 stones of chat; a total of 3,500 stones (over 22 tons).19

Occasionally, a trawler didn’t make it back. Only about six weeks before Nurse Barclay got the St Kilda job, the Fleetwood trawler Briarlyn had been wrecked in North Bay. The crew of another trawler, the Cuirass, had rescued four men found in a lifeboat; they courageously launched two of their own boats. Unable to save the other eight men, they could only listen to their cries. The Briarlyn ended up jammed into a huge cave at Geo nan Ròn.20

The trawlermen’s tactics and strategy were dictated by fishing opportunities, the weather and the time of the market. It was usually bad weather which brought them into Village Bay. In early October 1929 the Loughrigg turned up, skippered by Captain Reginald Carter. No mail had arrived since the middle of August. Normally the captain was friendly and helpful. But now he was under orders not to carry any more mail or stores to St Kilda. When a party of islanders came aboard, they found he had pulled down the blinds, locked the cabin door and was deaf to all their shouts. Two other trawlers gave them the cold shoulder, one crew repelling them with a hosepipe, the other with a shower of dogfish. When Nurse Barclay visited a trawler herself, she found the skipper very courteous.21

On October 23rd, the mail finally arrived; someone getting a lift to St Kilda on the San Sebastian had called at Fleetwood post office before leaving.22 As the missionary, Dugald Munro, pointed out on October 30th in a letter to Tom Johnston, Under-Secretary of State for Scotland in the new Labour government, it had been a long wait since August. Munro noted that the proposal to establish an Air Ministry wireless station on St Kilda had apparently been rejected.23 In the weeks leading up to Christmas, although plenty of trawlers showed up in Village Bay, no fewer than six skippers failed to keep promises to bring stores and mail.24 New Year’s Eve, 1928, would have been in the people’s minds; the news that Neil Gillies had died in hospital at Oban (from emphysema, at forty-two) on Boxing Day had been broadcast on all BBC stations, after Alec Ferguson, desperate to let the islanders know, had written to Lord Reith about it.25

November 5th, 1929, saw the death of the aged Norman Magnus MacLeod, who had been the St Kildans’ laird since 1895. Norman Magnus had spent his retirement in pleasant surroundings in a large house just outside Horsham in Sussex. Politically, he was a Liberal; apparently ‘in a true patriarchal spirit’ he had ‘done everything that human ingenuity could devise in the way of ameliorating the condition of the somewhat shiftless people who look to him for protection and help’. However, the venerable clan chief had a controversial back-story.26 Much later, in 2004, the 29th Macleod of MacLeod would travel to Africa to apologise to the Bapedi king for his ancestor’s role in the Zulu wars.27 In South Africa Norman Magnus had been a noted big game hunter; his ‘trophies’ now hang in Dunvegan Castle. The laird had persistently resisted his tenants’ pleas for better winter communications. When consulted in 1904, he suggested that the irregular trawler mail service from Aberdeen was quite adequate: ‘In any emergency the St Kildans light a fire which is seen in Uist, and reported to my estate office,’ he claimed.28 The islanders had requested that the lighthouse supply vessel, the Pole Star, be used to carry their mails on her trips to the Flannan light, some 40 miles to the north-east of St Kilda. In 1908, responding to a plea for a better service by Peter MacLachlan, the missionary, MacLeod replied that he didn’t think the volume of mail justified the cost of putting on a special service by steamer or sailing vessel.29

Catching the post

In the winter of 1929–30 it was becoming more difficult for trawler skippers to help their St Kildan friends without their owners’ knowledge. From the early 1920s more and more trawlers were fitted with radios. The Marconi Company established a training school in Fleetwood. Trawler firms operated control ships, which passed news of the location of fish shoals, the weight of catches and the state of the market to company offices, in Morse code by wireless telegraphy. Cyphers were in use and changed regularly. Shore offices now had much more operational control.30

For the price of a few drinks, no doubt, trawlermen would talk to freelance journalists keen to pick up St Kilda stories.31 In November 1929 Fred Parkes, owner and manager of the Boston Deep Sea Fishing and Ice Company, was annoyed to read in the Fleetwood Chronicle about the skippers’ informal arrangements for transporting mail to St Kilda. An exchange of stiff letters between the company and the Fleetwood postmaster followed. The company insisted that in future any such arrangements must have the trawler owners’ consent.32

After the San Sebastian’s October delivery, the next mail arrived on February 16th – on a ship sent out in an emergency.33 During the previous winter, the trawlers had usually managed a mail delivery about once a fortnight. Back in October, Margaret Munro, at the manse, had ordered nuts and apples for Christmas; they didn’t arrive until the end of January.34 At Christmas it was mortifying to listen to the wireless and learn from the BBC that mail for St Kilda was accumulating in Fleetwood. The reason given for its non-delivery was bad weather.35 Certainly the weather off St Kilda on Christmas Day 1929 was appalling, with 30ft and 40ft waves. It was ‘mustard with the lid off’, said one trawlerman – although despite the state of his galley, the cook still managed to serve up a couple of geese and some Christmas pudding.36 Presumably the islanders expected the bad weather to bring trawlers into Village Bay. On the weekend of January 11th and 12th, 1930, seven of them did take shelter there.37

Old Finlay MacQueen was always keen to remind the politically powerful of St Kilda’s needs. He told the nurse that he prayed every night for the King’s health.38 In early January he urged Dugald Munro, the resident missionary, to write to the prime minister. Nurse Barclay didn’t think the man of God would get his act together.39 However, on January 16th Munro did draft a petition, in his own hand, to which people put their names – first the adults, starting with the heads of the two leading families, and, eventually, as the ink switches from black to blue, the schoolchildren, their names probably written down by one of the senior boys, all the way down to ‘Crrissie MacKinnon’, aged six. The petition asked Ramsay MacDonald ‘to grant this lonely outpost of the nation better postal facilities, and means of communication, than that at present existing’. The islanders were short of butter, margarine, sugar, potatoes and paraffin for their lamps, which they needed in order to weave in the long nights of winter. They expressed their frustration at being without mail, despite seeing fishing boats at sea virtually every week, and implored the government to make an agreement with the trawler companies.40

The petition arrived in Downing Street by the end of January, provoking a flurry of letters and memoranda. On February 11th, 1930, T.B.W. Ramsay, MP for the Western Isles, asked a parliamentary question about postal facilities and the refusal of trawlers to take mail.41 The civil service had been on the case since November. They had been over this ground before – several times. Back in 1924, for example, a stiff letter had been received from J. Marr and Son, a big Fleetwood trawler firm; the local postmaster had sorted things out in a face-to-face meeting, no doubt with a bit of good Lancastrian plain speaking.42 Now, at the end of November 1929, the Lighthouse Board once more refused to become involved in mail delivery.43 In mid December civil servants from the GPO had written to the Scottish Office, noting that trawler owners claimed that each call at St Kilda for mail delivery could cost them something like £15–£20. In the past, the postmasters of Fleetwood and Aberdeen had secured around ten mail deliveries each winter, usually paying skippers 10s on each occasion. But this had required ‘the exercise of considerable tact’ and negotiations with skippers who had ‘acted without the knowledge, and then contrary to the instructions, of their owners’. However, it had to be admitted that these ad hoc ‘mail contracts’ – an arrangement ‘at once fortuitous and clandestine’, as one official elegantly put it – were something of an embarrassment. ‘It scarcely seems dignified,’ he wrote, ‘for a government department to continue the use of these hole-and-corner methods after specific complaint has been made against them.’44

In the early months of 1930 it seemed that the costs of the trawlers’ mail trips ought to be shared between the GPO, the Scottish Health Board and the Agriculture Board.45 However, fiscal caution held sway at the time; it proved impossible to reach agreement. The situation was reminiscent of what had happened back in 1912, when cards and presents due the previous Christmas were still awaited during the month of May.46 Back then, the Admiralty, Fishery Board and Northern Lights Board, invited to help with winter mail deliveries, had successfully played ‘pass the parcel’.47 On this occasion, the Health Board wrote to the GPO in the middle of March 1930, suggesting that they strike the best deal available with the trawler owners, and pointing out that ‘even if you had to pay £15 a trip, the cost would be an insignificant item in your general accounts’.48

For nine months of the year, if Nurse Barclay wanted to order urgently needed drugs or other medical supplies, or send for a doctor, she was dependent on the trawlers’ radios and the collaboration of the trawlermen. But what happened when she wanted to get somebody to hospital? Trawlers made terrible ambulances, to be used only when all else failed. In an emergency, government vessels might be pressed into service; there was the ship which supplied and maintained lighthouses, and the fisheries cruiser. Using one of these, however, would cost the Health Board a hefty sum of money. The lighthouse vessel, the Hesperus, charged over £100 a trip – roughly the annual wage of a well-paid manual labourer.49 In any case the logistics might not work out. Even if managers agreed to divert a vessel for a medical mission, she might be currently operating a long way from St Kilda. And a spell of bad weather, especially strong winds from the south-east, could make entering Village Bay very hazardous.

Persuasion

Nurse Barclay had become convinced that evacuation was necessary; she talked about it with the islanders. And then, as autumn slipped into winter, she found herself facing her most difficult case so far. Mary Gillies at number 10 was pregnant and suffering from antenatal depression. She didn’t want the baby, which was due in May; she dreaded her approaching confinement. The birth of her four-year-old son had been traumatic. They’d named him Norman John, after two of Mary’s brothers who had drowned in Village Bay, clinging to each other, when she was fifteen. Now she was convinced she was going to die. From early November her mental state worsened. Around the turn of the year, Nurse Barclay found the door of Mary’s house locked. Peering through the window, she saw that the kitchen was empty, though there was a scone on the griddle. Mary had left the room in the middle of a baking session. The nurse found her in the back garden, sitting in the rain; she said she would rather die than face giving birth to another baby. She didn’t want to do any work, only to stay in bed.

Around the house, things were going wrong. One day Mary left the door of the byre open; the cow wandered into the house and ate a large basketful of potatoes. She was having frequent rows with her husband, John, who was getting the blame for everything. And then on January 4th little Norman John bumped into his cousin Cathy from number 13, who was carrying a box of red-hot ashes to the ash-pit behind her house. The little boy fell flat on his face; the girl dropped the box, spilling ashes over his back and neck. By the time Nurse Barclay arrived, all the adult population had assembled at number 10, all shouting at once. Mary Gillies was strangely calm, sitting with her hands in her lap, smiling. The St Kildans told her the accident was entirely her fault; for months, they claimed, she had been worshipping Satan. Little Norman John’s accident was due to the wrath of God; she ought to be ashamed of herself for refusing to do His work. Mary’s older sister, who was married to Neil Ferguson, the ground officer, doesn’t seem to have intervened on her behalf. Nurse Barclay now had a new patient. She had to nurse the little boy at his grandmother’s house, number 5, since his clinically depressed mother was concerned with nobody but herself.50 The nurse liked to sing a couple of verses of ‘Gentle Jesus’ to young Norman John. In due course his burns healed;51 he was to live to the age of eighty-eight, dying at Ipswich in October 2013.

Mary Gillies didn’t want to do anything much except stay in bed. Nurse Barclay took to spending most of her evenings at number 10. As long as Williamina was present, Mary would work at her spinning-wheel or card some wool. But after the nurse left, she would immediately lose interest in useful activity.52 And then Dr Alexander Shearer, Nurse Barclay’s line manager, turned up. The islanders knew he was on his way; a few days previously a trawler had given them a bundle of newspapers which mentioned an earlier rescue mission that had failed.53 Shearer arrived on the Norna, the fisheries cruiser, at one o’clock in the afternoon of Sunday February 16th. A church service was under way; a blast from the ship’s siren brought proceedings to an abrupt halt. Setting aside their Sabbatarian principles, the people hastened to unload the ship. Joy of joys, there were twenty-three bags of mail on board, much of it long overdue.

Shearer’s tour of inspection lasted just four hours, after which Mary Gillies was rowed out to the Norna with her husband. They arrived at Oban at ten the next morning and went on by train to Stobhill Hospital, in Glasgow.54 Shearer had tried to get to St Kilda earlier, in mid January. He had chartered the Hesperus, the Northern Lighthouse Board’s supply and maintenance vessel, and picked up a local doctor at Leverburgh. However, he had been forced to send a telegram to the Health Board: TEMPESTUOUS WEATHER CONDITIONS COMPEL HESPERUS ABANDON TRIP TO ST KILDA AFTER 24 HOURS. The Hesperus had been delayed by stopping to tow a distressed Newfoundland schooner into Tobermory. For the St Kilda trip, the Health Board was billed for £107 8s 9d.55

Although Shearer had been to Hirta several times before, it required an admirable sense of duty to take to rough seas in winter to deal with a tricky case. He didn’t like having such faraway patients. Back in November 1920 he had caustically suggested that ‘were less favours shown to the St Kildan we would soon hear much less of him and it might hasten the day when the islanders would seek a habitation in districts more accessible . . . In May, 1918, when all the inhabitants had fled to the hills, what a chance the Germans had to do everybody a good turn.’56

Shearer discussed the situation with the nurse. The two medical professionals agreed to try to persuade the Hirteach to evacuate their island. The doctor left with a written list – names, ages and relevant health problems, house by house. This was an essential planning document; three months later, it became the basis of some useful handwritten spreadsheets. Shearer’s visit gave Nurse Barclay the opportunity to report on how the islanders were coping with the winter’s privations. The St Kildans, she wrote, ‘have plenty of flour, meal, salted mutton and fulmar, but there is a shortage of cream of tartar and a few articles of diet and at no distant date they will all be short of tea. They have not grumbled much over the food shortage but they do weary for news of their friends.’ She herself had enough stores to last until May; plentiful supplies of beans, rice and macaroni would compensate for the failure of her potatoes, which had been destroyed by frost. At the manse, however, the Munros were less well supplied.57

Getting Mary Gillies to hospital must have been a great relief. The following week Nurse Barclay went into action. Over the course of the next few months she was to prove a highly astute tactician. In material terms, the family of fifty-nine-year-old Neil Ferguson was the only one with much to lose in the event of an evacuation. Neil was the postmaster, the official custodian of the corrugated iron shack attached to his house, number 5. The tiny post office was used mostly when tourists came ashore and got to stuff their postcards into the little wooden letterbox, each stamped with the coveted St Kilda postmark. Neil’s salary as sub-postmaster was £25 a year. A journalist later described him as ‘hereditary president of the St Kilda Commonwealth, school manager, church elder, deputy missionary, administrator of the estate, and, on his own account, store and flock owner and tweed merchant’.58 The real tweed merchant was of course Neil’s brother Alec. Back in January Alec had given an interview to the Daily Express, asking for the lifting of a ten-year-old ban on the export of St Kilda sheep, now that they were free of scab. He was well aware of St Kilda’s demographic difficulties. Although last season’s tweed output had been valued at £300, the younger people were restless, he told the newspaper; the time was coming when only the old would be left on Hirta.59

Neil Ferguson was by some way the biggest sheep owner on the island. He had an attractive wife who gave his family the edge when trying to sell to visitors. However, the postmaster’s position was not entirely unassailable. Some people had become jealous of his power and economic success, and Neil’s dominance did not sit well with the island’s communitarian ethos. Depleted by emigration and part-time working on the mainland, families now depended on each other more than ever. Neil and his wife lived at number 5, with their son Neil and his daughter-in-law. There were no young people or children in the house. The Fergusons needed the labour of others. If the only large family, the MacKinnons, were to emigrate, the effect on the island’s labour force would be devastating, with catastrophic consequences for its wealthiest family. If Hirta was to remain attractive to tourists, who brought in much-needed cash, the character of the community had to be maintained, which depended on the work of every able-bodied adult.

Getting on the wrong side of the postmaster was something to be avoided. Neil had given Nurse Barclay’s predecessor a hard time during her few months in the job. Barbara Flett, who came from Hertfordshire, wrote to Dr Shearer on November 25th, 1927, as follows:


Ferguson was, and is the only one responsible for what trouble there was, and he now seems to be in complete disgrace with all of them on account of his exhibition of savagery. He does his best to ingratiate himself with me . . . he still tries to put the others against me regarding my work . . . basically it is his habit to do this with every nurse who comes, as he has boasted to the missionary that for years he has had to give medical advice over the head of the nurse . . . he is the chief mischief-maker and strife-raiser on the island . . . he takes pride in teaching them deceit and evil speaking . . . he has been trying to put the people against the missionary . . . he has told deliberate lies to Mr MacLeod [the missionary], and some weeks ago had worked the village up to such a pitch that there was talk of throwing the missionary over the cliffs . . . the missionary’s wife very nearly qualified for a lunacy certificate over this.



A disturbing case history was recounted in the same letter: ‘Old Callum MacDonald had a bad turn a fortnight ago . . . I put him on liquids, milk and whisky beef juice which of course I had to supply myself . . . Neil did his utmost in this case to put the family against me and said that I was killing Callum and that what he wanted was “good food” meaning oatcake and scones and black tea.’ Fortunately, Callum’s daughter ignored him. ‘They were all expecting a funeral,’ Nurse Flett continued, ‘and were frightfully disappointed when the old man was able to get up . . . so once again I have scored against the elder. Fine specimen of an elder, I must say.’ There were repercussions for Callum’s daughter: ‘Old Neil is now doing his best to have her put off the island, poor lassie, and he has such a hold on her brother, who is quite an imbecile, that he meant to put her out of the house, had the old man died.’

Nurse Flett wasn’t taking any nonsense from the ground officer. When he sent her a present of mutton, she fed it to the dogs. In the same letter she expressed her determination to leave on the first boat.60 One has to wonder about the effect of Ferguson’s behaviour on the ulcer which caused her to be invalided off the island. She fell ill on January 25th, 1928, and was taken off at the beginning of March.61 Her locum had a narrow escape when a boat containing fourteen islanders, on its way out to meet a trawler, hit a submerged rock and started rapidly filling with water; they only just made it to the beach.62 Williamina Barclay took up her post on May 21st.

In Nurse Flett’s account, Ferguson comes across as a bully and a control freak, who brooked no challenge to his authority, especially from outsiders like the nurse or the missionary, who, claimed the postmaster with a £25 honorarium, got their wages for nothing. The ground officer must have had a highly selective memory. His view of modern medicine failed to take into account the success of good midwifery practice in overcoming infantile tetanus – which had happened during his childhood and adolescence. Neil’s own mother had seen seven of her babies die in infancy.

It must have been obvious to Nurse Barclay that calling a public meeting would be a mistake. Neil Ferguson senior would surely try to railroad the proceedings. The meeting might well start decorously, conducted in the measured, lilting Hebridean English which visitors found so charming. But it was easy to imagine how, as the debate became passionate and tempers rose, people would switch to a fast and furious Gaelic, shouting, interrupting, talking over one another. Either the postmaster would win the day, or his attitude would provoke the anti-Ferguson feeling never far below the surface, leading to an acrimonious row and the break-up of the meeting without a decision.

Nurse Barclay decided to bypass the ground officer for the time being. At this stage there was also little point in talking to the elderly widows and widowers, who would naturally be reluctant to leave. So she began to visit families containing able-bodied members of working age, starting conversations about ways of making a living elsewhere and suggesting that the government might fund and organise the evacuation of the island. Once the middle-aged and younger adults had made up their minds to go, the old folk would have no choice.

Each family would need assurances that these discussions were confidential. If Neil Ferguson senior found out what was happening, he would start to throw his weight around. It might be disastrous if older people got to hear how the wind was blowing before the more able-bodied members of the community had committed themselves to leaving. Fortunately, the nurse’s job allowed her to visit any family on a confidential basis without arousing suspicion. Most occupied houses contained someone recovering from a minor accident, suffering from afflictions of old age, or under treatment for skin diseases or stomach troubles. It was natural to start with the MacKinnons, whose house contained eight children and young people; it was something of a struggle to feed them all. Recently, the MacKinnons’ youngest child, Mary, aged four, had been running a temperature and lost her appetite. For a month, Nurse Barclay had shared her own dinner with the little girl. In due course her diminutive patient became ‘as lively as a cricket and running about with a handful of fulmar or anything that she can get a hold of and enjoys it thoroughly’.63 In Mary’s case, there was nothing that an adequate supply of food wouldn’t cure.

The MacKinnons were not afraid of hard work. Norman was the best tailor in the community.64 In 1928 the family had decided to emigrate to Canada and applied for an assisted passage. Unfortunately, however, two of their sons had been rejected as ‘mental defectives’, and the MacKinnons refused to leave without them.65 Despite this history, Nurse Barclay needed several long talks with Norman and Ann at number 1, who pointed out that they had a house, a cow, free turf for fuel, sheep, access to sea birds and so on; they didn’t exactly starve. Nevertheless, if a house and work could be found, the MacKinnons were willing to leave. Within four days of Mary Gillies’s departure, they had promised to sign a document to this effect; they would be happy to be resettled in Skye, although they preferred Tiree, where Mrs MacKinnon had a relative.66

The nurse then approached Ewen and Lachlan MacDonald, living at number 16. Ewen – ‘a very nice man, quiet and shy’, said John Gladstone in 192767 – was unmarried; so was his twenty-four-year-old younger brother Lachlan. Their father – the most intelligent and sensible man in the community, according to Robert Connell68 – had been drowned off Dun in 1909. Lachlan, three years old when he lost his father, had recently been to Glasgow, where he was offered a job at the Clyde Valley Electric Company. He had been forced to turn it down, in order to go back and care for his widowed mother, who was crippled with rheumatism. For years, she had depended on her sons for baking, milking the cow and other household tasks. On Friday February 21st Nurse Barclay had a quiet talk with Ewen and Lachlan MacDonald; they too agreed to leave, provided they could take their mother with them.69

On the same day, the nurse talked with Donald Gillies at number 13, who was intelligent and independent-minded. He had had enough of living on a small island and would leave if provision could be made for his wife and their two little girls, Cathy and Rachel. He wanted a croft in the Western Isles; then after a couple of weeks he changed his mind, specifying ‘a guaranteed steady job in a town’.70 On Saturday February 22nd, writing to an official at the Health Board, the nurse mused on what she had achieved in the five days since the departure of Mary Gillies. Her letter, penned in her clear, no-frills writing, is the key document in the evacuation saga:


Of the able bodied lot, there are only Neil Ferguson and his son to deal with, and I lack the moral courage to do anything there as they are fairly comfortable on the wee island. At any rate alone with what would be left on the island they would be pretty helpless. The widows, orphans and the unfit would have to be dealt with according to circumstance. What do you think of this? It seems to me that the problem of St Kilda could be solved fairly easily now. I have been wondering if a small deputation could be sent out to discuss the matter fully with the people. You will perhaps write and tell me that I was sent out as nurse and not as organising secretary to the department, but all the same I feel that something ought to be done. It must be remembered that the St Kildans have a peculiar temperament and I have found that they will be led as individuals but en masse they are hopeless. As matters stand the MacKinnons do not know that the Macdonalds have given me their word to go and Donald Gillies doesn’t know that he isn’t the only one to give his word. This state of affairs makes it very difficult for me as I have to be so careful all the time. Do please let me know as soon as you can whether anything can be done or not as those involved are most anxious to know whether or not to order stores to come by the first mail steamer.71



The previous day, the nurse had mailed off two documents on the Fleetwood trawler River Kent. They contained the consent of all the islanders (except Neil Ferguson’s family) ‘to leave this year if homes and work could be found for them’. (These letters went astray; Nurse Barclay complained to the GPO about it three months later.)72 It wasn’t long before Williamina plucked up the courage to have a talk with Neil Ferguson senior, which she did on Tuesday February 25th. He claimed that he had been studying the law; in the event of evacuation, he would want compensation for his livestock.73

On the same day, Nurse Barclay wrote to the Health Board again, stressing the need for a decision about evacuation. The St Kildans had not yet committed themselves to leaving; if the government did nothing, they could and would stay in their island homes. However, they would soon need to know whether to apply to the HASS for their annual ‘gift’ of meal and flour ‘which is a dire necessity to them’.74 At the end of her letter was a list of families. On March 3rd she sent off another letter on the Aberdeen trawler Boyne Braes, asking about the valuation of Neil Ferguson’s stock.75 By mid March her letters had reached civil service in-trays. The Health Board asked the Agriculture Board if it would be willing to help. Strict confidentiality was obviously essential. The view at the Agriculture Board was that ‘wholesale removal cannot be enforced, or even advocated; but it can be brought into effect as an apparently natural necessity if a few of the able-bodied men leave’.76

The May petition

Nothing much could happen during the final weeks of winter isolation. Officials had to wait until the weather improved and the steamer service started in the latter half of May; they would then have a window of little more than three months to organise and carry out the evacuation. On the island, the weaving season was ending; women were shrinking blankets and washing tweed. Whenever there was the promise of a dry day, the walls were festooned with brightly coloured cloth. Nurse Barclay was starting to realise that she had over-estimated the amount of food on the island and had been too optimistic about the trawlers’ replenishment of supplies. People were highly dependent on imported groceries – especially flour, sugar, butter and margarine. It was very annoying to be without tea and tobacco; occasionally a man had to cut off the pocket which had contained his tobacco, in order to get a few scraps to chew.77 In September 1926, when the Robert Murray brought relief supplies, ‘the first thing they did was to grab twist tobacco and chew it voraciously’, said the skipper.78 In the old days, lamps had been fuelled by fulmar oil. Modern lamps required bulk supplies of paraffin.

By April the situation had become rather desperate. On the 10th a trawler was spotted fishing off Hirta. A boat was sent out to attract the fishermen’s attention; its crew comprised pretty well all the fit men on the island. According to the trawlermen, they were in a malnourished state, apparently living on meal and water, which they used to make girdle cake. A terrified Nurse Barclay was also in the boat; she said that they were ‘worse off than natives of West Africa’.79 She probably felt that her presence would elicit a helpful response from the trawler skipper. The trawler was the Harry Melling, from Fleetwood (owner, the eponymous H. Melling, who had named his house ‘St Kilda’).80 She had recently been involved in a dramatic rescue at St Kilda in February 1929, when she had picked up a dozen fishermen from another Fleetwood trawler, the Kumu, which had hit rocks in North Bay and went down shortly afterwards.81 The crew of the Harry Melling gave the islanders vegetables and potatoes. After getting back to her home port, the trawler turned round quickly, returning at midnight the following Tuesday with fresh supplies and mail; another trawler brought vegetables. There was a vital tube of toothpaste for the nurse, and lace-up boots for the children, who wore them with pride, though they were so used to going barefoot that they could barely walk in them.82 Ten days later, just before the trawler got back to Fleetwood, Harry Melling found a parcel waiting for him in his office. It contained socks and gloves, and a message conveying the appreciation of ‘the ladies of St Kilda’.83

It was not until Monday April 28th that the story got into the papers. The following day the Daily Herald, a UK national newspaper, ran a piece about St Kilda. The headlines were dramatic:

HUNGER ISLE

HERMITS’ FIGHT FOR EXISTENCE

HOME DISCOMFORTS OF ST KILDA

ACTION NEEDED

REDUCED TO RACE OF BEGGARS

There followed a predictably downbeat story. Thirty of the thirty-four islanders (in other words, everyone except the Fergusons) supported the plea – made to the world through the Daily Herald – for a chance to leave ‘the island of starvation’.84 In Whitehall, Tom Johnston reacted swiftly. On the day of the article’s appearance, he asked one of his staff to write to the Scottish Agriculture Board, requesting an urgent report on the possibility of bringing the inhabitants of St Kilda off the island and settling them on ‘various vacant holdings’. Johnston believed that the question would soon be raised in the House of Commons.85 Was he simply reacting promptly to the Herald’s report? Or was this a case of news management by a politician who knew his way round the media? The Daily Herald was, after all, a Labour paper. Suspiciously soon – on the very next day – the Herald reported that the evacuation proposal had aroused great interest in Scotland; the MP for the Western Isles would be visiting in July or August, and the Scottish Office would probably be asked to write a report on the subject.86

Tom Johnston was a lively and influential member of the Scottish Labour movement. He came from Kirkintilloch and had become an MP in 1922. When he was editor of the influential Forward magazine, he had called the First World War correctly from the outset (he was a conscientious objector). In 1909 he had published Our Noble Families, which questioned the right of a small number of landowners to own and control so much of Scotland. The book was an excoriating critique of the ruling classes. ‘Generation after generation, these few families of tax-gatherers have sucked the life-blood of our nation; in their prides and lusts they have sent us to war . . . that they might live in idleness and luxury, the labouring man has sweated and starved . . . their mailed fists have crushed the newer thought.’ The peasant, said the author, had been replaced by the pheasant.87 Johnston was highly respected; if he had not been out of the House of Commons at the critical time, he might well have beaten Clement Attlee to the leadership of the Labour Party.

Officials from the Health Board, through which the Scottish Office operated, felt that a measured response to Johnston’s letter would require a fact-finding mission to St Kilda. They were starting to prepare an evacuation plan. On May 8th a clerk drew up some large handwritten spreadsheets listing the inhabitants, house by house, based on the list compiled on February 16th.88 On May 9th officials were visited by John Mathieson, creator of the St Kilda 6in map. The old polar explorer told them that the St Kildans were ‘spoilt children’, to some extent inveterate beggars. If they made more effort, they were perfectly capable of growing more food or producing more tweed. They did, however, need better communications. The following day, a typed statement of the current situation was prepared for a parliamentary estimates debate.89

The days were growing longer. However, when it came to knowing what was happening on the mainland, Nurse Barclay was largely in the dark. A few of her letters had gone astray; others went unacknowledged by the Health Board (for which officials later apologised).90 The islanders were uneasy, uncertain of their future. Had the evacuation project been shelved? The nurse and the missionary, Dugald Munro, decided that the community needed to make a formal collective decision. Sometime in the latter half of April they held a general meeting at the factor’s house; tea and scones were served. Perhaps this was the meeting which resulted in the sending of a missive to the Conservative MP for Argyllshire, asking him to take steps to get them off the island.91 There was at least one further meeting in early May.92 Dugald Munro drew up a petition, dated May 10th. On Wednesday May 14th he sent it off by registered post, requesting evacuation.93 It was signed first by twelve men (including the Fergusons) and then eight women. A few signatures were missing; perhaps a trawler was in a hurry to leave. The islanders, awaiting the first steamer of the season, didn’t know that the machinery of government was already humming.

When Nurse Barclay was interviewed for A far better place, Tom Steel’s 1972 film about St Kilda, she seems not to have mentioned the true genesis of the evacuation project, on that Sunday afternoon back in February, as Mary Gillies was preparing to depart for hospital. The nurse didn’t talk about her confidential interviews with individual families, her blueprint for their futures, or her early contacts with the civil service. In Steel’s Life and death, the story goes that the evacuation project was initiated in late April, when Williamina told the first meeting: ‘Just you all have your tea and enjoy it and think over the fact that I could evacuate you quite easily and get you homes and see that you got jobs. I can do that but talk it over yourselves.’94 Later, a tearful old man put his arm round her shoulder, saying: ‘We all think God sent you here . . . we didn’t know how we were to carry on any longer.’95 When the retired nurse talked to Steel, had she become forgetful? Or did she consciously play down her own delicate manoeuvres, preferring to highlight the more democratic decision taken several months later? Oral history is often carefully edited. In fairness, one has to ask when – if ever – the ‘parliament’ would have got round to taking the decision to evacuate.

According to the St Kilda literature, after another winter of privation the islanders had finally had enough. The defects of the postal service had become highly frustrating. After years of piecemeal emigration, the hearts and minds of those who remained had become increasingly preoccupied with absent friends and relations in faraway places. When a steamer arrived, there could be no question of processing incoming mail at the post office. Letters and parcels were taken straight to one of the wooden huts beside the manse; the postmaster then called out the names of the recipients.96 Before anything else could happen, the mails had to be opened, read and discussed. Opening the post immediately allowed as much time as possible to absorb and share important news and pen a reply before the boat left.

In retrospect, other things influenced the decision taken on that fateful Sunday afternoon in February: the dismay of an elderly Australian visitor of St Kildan ancestry eighteen months previously, the grumpiness of a Scottish doctor who had taken to the Atlantic in winter once too often, the sharp elbows of competitive trawler owners. Nurse Barclay had helped Rev. Finlay MacQueen to draw up an evacuation list; she had taken a boat more than once to plead with trawler skippers; she had called in Dr Shearer at a difficult time. In their bones, people knew that the occupation of St Kilda couldn’t continue. In the end, it was the clandestine conversations of Williamina Barclay which finally made evacuation thinkable. When the second petition was drafted in May, the clock was already ticking. It was time for action.
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Countdown

In early 1930 Nurse Barclay had to take care of twenty-two-year-old Mary Gillies from number 14, who had advanced tuberculosis. Mary was the eldest daughter in a family which had known happier times. When she was born, on October 30th, 1907, her parents weren’t married. Her mother, Ann, the eighteen-year-old daughter of Finlay MacQueen, had become pregnant eight months after her mother’s death. Mary was duly recorded as ‘illegitimate’ by the missionary Peter MacLachlan; ten months later, her parents got married, at a lively double wedding. Alice MacLachlan, the missionary’s wife, recorded that ‘quite a lot of women went to see the ceremony and the men made audible remarks’. There was an extended tea party at the manse, which lasted until ten in the evening. Later, the minister and his wife went up to the village and, in accordance with tradition, visited the couples duly tucked up in bed together – Mary’s mother looking ‘sweet’ in her nightdress and cap. There was a lot of kissing; to everyone’s amusement, Alice was caught unawares by Norman MacKinnon.1 Ann’s wedding was evidently much jollier than her father’s, back in 1884.

Fourteen years later, in 1922, Mary’s father died of appendicitis on Boreray. One of her younger sisters, Kirsty, who had been present on Boreray on that occasion, had died at the age of twelve from complications following mumps. Mary herself had been prone to epileptic fits since she was thirteen. In the summer of 1928 she had spent six weeks at a hospital for epileptics; her mother couldn’t afford to pay for her medicine, so Nurse Barclay had got the charges waived.2 In February 1929 the nurse had had further concerns about the family’s ability to pay for Mary’s medicine.3

The young woman’s condition gave cause for concern. On the morning of Saturday May 17th, 1930, the St Kildans waved some bedsheets from the slopes of Oiseval, in an attempt to attract the attention of passing trawlers. One of them, the Chorley, responded; the island boat went out to meet her and asked for a message from Nurse Barclay to be transmitted by radio. The Health Board instantly chartered the trawler, which picked up Dr Shearer at Leverburgh; as well as attending Mary Gillies, the doctor needed to cover the traditional May influenza epidemic. He was accompanied by George Henderson from the Health Board in Inverness, who was tasked with reporting on St Kilda. A storm forced skipper Wright to seek shelter in North Bay, on the other side of the island. They lost the mizzen sail, the windlass got broken and the radio was damaged. But then the wind changed, and they managed to get into Village Bay by 2 a.m. Eventually they were able to land, at ten o’clock on the Sunday morning. Three church services were cancelled. After seeing Mary Gillies, Dr Shearer ruled out taking her off the island.4

The plot thickens

Shearer and Henderson were told that the islanders were anxious to discover the fate of their recent petition. ‘My God, we’ve been trying to do this for years, evacuate the place,’ one of them said to Nurse Barclay.5 On Tuesday May 20th Henderson compiled a concise and intelligent report for the Health Board.6 He noted the inflow of cash from tourists – on average, about £26 per household per year, the nurse reckoned – and the fact that they had not been able to collect wool from Boreray since 1927. Enquiries about sheep numbers on Hirta suggested a grand total of about 350, but ‘a casual remark made unwittingly by Mr Neil Ferguson in the course of ordinary conversation put the number at 1,000!’ As Henderson noted: ‘When a question appears to suggest an enquiry into means, the number is obviously minimised, and on the other hand, an enquiry that suggests compensation brings out a much higher number.’ The price of tweed was falling. It turned out that the St Kildans were not dedicated crofters; only Neil Ferguson wanted to be settled on a croft after the evacuation. And naturally, the islanders had no wish to be settled on another island!

Henderson summarised the politics of the current situation. Norman MacKinnon’s decision to leave had ‘made all the difference between the former spasmodic murmurings of discontent and the united action that has resulted in a petition to the Secretary of State’. MacKinnon and his older sons were excellent workers and ‘did most of the communal work of the island’. Their departure would be disastrous. The population would be ‘down to the barest minimum of economic security, and if they are allowed to remain the shortage of man-power will clearly cause privations and hardships in the next few years until the children grow up. When these children grow up they would no doubt inter-marry and there would follow all the evil results of “in-breeding” in so small a community.’

However, the proposed evacuation was still on something of a knife-edge. ‘In the past the influence of Neil Ferguson Senior has always prevented any definite action being taken. He is comparatively well off, and would be quite content to remain on the island if he could be assured of a continuance of the profit the presence of the others brings him. Recently there have been distinct signs of a revolt against his domination.’ Ferguson was a ‘last-ditcher’. Henderson’s report included a list of names and ages, along with assessments of fitness for work or requirements for some form of social security payment. Sadly, the list soon needed amending. Mary Gillies, who had been in Stobhill Hospital, Glasgow, since late February, attended by her husband, had her baby by caesarean section on May 13th. Shortly afterwards she underwent a serious lung operation. Pneumonia set in; she died on May 26th, followed a few hours later by little Annie. Shockingly, but apparently following normal practice, the thirteen days of the baby’s short life had to be paid for, the hospital charging the Health Board the full adult subsistence rate. ‘A charge at the rate of 28/- per week for a newly born child appears to be rather stiff. Shall we pay?’ queried an official.7 Mary Gillies was accompanied to her eternal rest at the Western Necropolis by a small group of St Kildan shipyard workers. The funeral was conducted by her mother-in-law’s brother, Rev. Donald Ferguson of the Free Church at Ayr, who must sometimes have acted as chaplain to his fellow expatriates.8 Mary’s widowed husband stayed in Glasgow for a couple more weeks, to earn money working in a shipyard.

In his report, Henderson concluded that ‘from the point of view of the state . . . the removal of the whole population is very desirable . . . there will probably be no more favourable time than the present.’ The Glasgow Herald took the evacuation to be a done deal. Its reporter allowed himself a political aside: ‘The desire to end their communistic ways is equally understandable. A dictatorship by a boss is the inevitable result of Communism, whether in large or small communities.’9 If he had known about the Fergusons’ stance, he would doubtless have been confirmed in his view. In the same day’s paper, the leader piously intoned: ‘It is to be hoped that it will be found possible to avoid the dangers of assistance which would breed or foster a notion of a benevolent State cancelling the need for individual initiative and effort.’

The St Kildans themselves were still in the dark. On May 21st the Glasgow Herald recorded their disappointment over the apparent lack of response to their petition. Sent by registered post on May 14th, it was not received in Edinburgh until the 24th; it was acknowledged in a letter written to Dugald Munro on May 26th.10 During their visit, Henderson and Shearer had pretended that nothing unusual was in the air. On Thursday May 29th the season’s first steamer visit saw the arrival of representatives of the Health and Agriculture Boards. They held a meeting, which confirmed the majority’s wish to leave. However, Neil Ferguson was still against the evacuation. ‘I am told daily by the people,’ wrote Nurse Barclay on May 29th, ‘that he is doing his best to prevent them leaving St Kilda . . . Ewen and Lachlan MacDonald no. 16 and Donald Gillies no. 13 have asked me to write you and say that sheep have not to be made an excuse for keeping them here another winter as they don’t care whether they get money for them or not.’11 Officials were still cagey about the future; on May 31st and June 2nd the Daily Express recorded the islanders’ impatience.

On the mainland, however, the evacuation was increasingly being taken for granted. John Mathieson strongly objected to the plan. Writing to the Scotsman on June 5th, he pointed out that the islands supported 1,200–1,400 sheep and two-score cattle, and exported 1,000–1,200 yards of tweed every year, at 3s 6d to 5s per yard. What was needed was a regular winter link with the outside world, at least once every two months, to be provided by the lighthouse vessel, the Agriculture Board’s boat or the fisheries cruiser. If a large weaving shed could be constructed, the St Kildans could work all the year round. There were other possibilities; what about a roadstone quarry, a whaling base or a meteorological station? A few days earlier, Mathieson had written to Willie Adamson, the Secretary of State for Scotland, remarking how much more interesting it would be for tourists to see the ‘primitive’ looms at work in a big weaving shed, rather than ‘the present deplorable system of the men and women standing at their doors and looking for largesse’.12

Mathieson had recently delivered several lectures and a couple of radio talks about St Kilda.13 The island women were good-looking and hardworking, he said. He was less enthusiastic about the men. They were indolent, he claimed; when they did work, they used old-fashioned tools and methods. The gruff old polar explorer wanted them to ‘fall into line and make a real effort to improve their conditions’.14 A few days later, the Glasgow Herald dismissed Mathieson’s suggestions as impractical.15 The geologist Alec Cockburn was strongly of the opinion that the St Kildans needed a sharp lesson.16 Considering that during Cockburn and Mathieson’s stay the people had planted two acres of crops and then lost them all in the gale which hit the island on August 27th,17 these views were distinctly unfeeling. Perhaps they should have been on Hirta back in January, when Nurse Littlejohn reported that the islanders were weaving day and night.18

Formulating the plan

On Monday June 2nd civil servants met to formulate a plan. The Health Board was to take the lead. They would need to extend the nurse’s contract and get in touch with the laird, Inverness County Council and the Forestry Commission to find work for the emigrants.19 The day after the meeting, the Daily Mail reported that Secretary of State Adamson was likely to agree to the evacuation request. Its reporter had just been to Hirta, where he encountered ‘a British army man . . . equipped with a rifle for the grey seals, a fowling-piece, fishing tackle, and rope-soled climbing shoes’.20 This may have been the stranger ‘seen shooting indiscriminately at the fine grey seals which frequent the shores’ who was mentioned by Professor James Ritchie in May 1931 in a letter to the Times; Ritchie noted that other strangers had been shooting Soay sheep.21 On Wednesday June 4th civil servants were offered the views of Alec Ferguson, who claimed that the islanders ‘had an idea that when they were taken off the island they were to occupy an Eden provided by the government’.22

The traditions of the community were breaking down; in August it was reported that the St Kilda parliament had not met for several months.23 Anticipating the official decision, the people had planted no crops – apart from Neil Ferguson, who had stubbornly put in his potatoes.24 The people had also killed the recently born calves. Not being partial to veal, they left the carcasses to rot on the beach, where they received the attentions of scavenging gulls. Tourists found the odour most unpleasant. The islanders, however, were accustomed to noxious smells. For a couple of decades before the recent closure of the Harris whaling station, Village Bay had been used as a holding site for whale carcasses, which were regularly left floating for several days, sometimes four or five together.25 Occasionally they broke loose from their moorings. As they swelled in the summer sun, their stomachs tended to burst; the stench was abominable. Before such a thing happened, however, it was not unknown for the St Kilda lads to use them as fishing-platforms!26 Perhaps it is no wonder that Norwegian whaler crews were so affable when they came ashore.

A week before the decision to evacuate was to be announced in the House of Commons, Tom Johnston went to St Kilda on the fisheries protection vessel Minna.27 When he came ashore, on the morning of Thursday June 12th, he was still suffering badly from seasickness. Nevertheless, he used his five hours on the island conscientiously and efficiently, calling a general meeting in the tiny schoolroom and then going from house to house. This was a chance for Henderson and Barclay to update their list. Mostly, the able-bodied men were put down for unskilled jobs in forestry or road maintenance.28 Donald Gillies looked to be facing the most interesting future; he was slated to go to Easton Lodge, in north Essex, to work as a shepherd for Daisy, Countess of Warwick, who had a flock of St Kildas.29 Edward VII’s former mistress also offered to take some of the sheep which would be on sale after the evacuation.30 Alas, the encounter between Donald and Daisy never happened. The countess withdrew her offer. The sheep to be sold were the wrong sort, and ‘fishermen’ would not make good shepherds, she claimed.31 Rachel Gillies, one of the girls at number 14, was offered a job in domestic service by Alec Ferguson. She had already had a brief experience of this kind of work in Fleetwood and hadn’t enjoyed it, despite being taken on a trip to Blackpool, where she had felt overwhelmed by the attractions on offer.32 Officials were still thinking in terms of a croft for Neil Ferguson and his son, or perhaps a small croft for the postmaster and a job on the roads for Neil junior.

At 5 p.m. on Thursday June 12th, not long after the departure of the Minna, the Dunara Castle arrived in Village Bay. Alec Ferguson and T.B. Wilson Ramsay (MP for the Western Isles) were on board, as well as the popular writer Compton Mackenzie and his equally well-known brother-in-law, Major Christopher Stone, the BBC’s first ever ‘disc jockey’, who played gramophone records on the wireless, introducing them unscripted and wearing a dinner-jacket. In recent years Mackenzie had become increasingly passionate about the Hebrides. When the Leverhulme estate was broken up in 1925, he had bought the Shiant Isles. He felt very much at home in the southern part of the Long Island; a Roman Catholic convert, he was acquainted with priests who knew a lot about Hebridean cultural traditions. Two years previously, Mackenzie had become a co-founder of the Scottish National Party.

The Dunara Castle’s visit gave Nurse Barclay an opportunity to send an urgent telegram: SEND HEROIN MIXTURE. She felt that Mary Gillies should be in a sanatorium.33 ‘Two things were obvious when Mr Ramsay and Mr Ferguson came ashore,’ she wrote, ‘firstly, they had been drinking and, secondly, they were very angry to find that the “Minna” had been here and away before their arrival.’ As the visitors talked with the missionary and the nurse at the manse, the atmosphere was tense. The MP, piqued at not having been part of the decision-making process, had worked himself into something of a state. He had jumped to the conclusion that the evacuation was the recent brainchild of Dr Shearer. Told that the project had been formulated back in February, the MP calmed down. Nurse Barclay wasn’t impressed by the visitors’ attitudes. She noted that ‘Mr Ramsay made no effort to get the views of the St Kildans and, although he visited several houses, he did not mention evacuation’. Later, when she and the missionary were visiting Mary Gillies, they encountered Alec Ferguson again; he was rude and insulting.34 Ramsay, however, formed the view that Nurse Barclay was ‘an extremely capable and charming person’, belonging ‘to a class of women who are real heroines’.35

Alec Ferguson must have been seriously concerned about the impending evacuation. Alec and his brother Neil had never had a high opinion of nurses, and now it turned out that the present one had been the prime mover of the evacuation project. The future of the celebrated St Kilda tweed was in question; what was to be done? After the Dunara Castle left, Alec took a boat to Boreray and tried to count the sheep there; he then brought about twenty of them back to Hirta. ‘The Fergusons mean to make trouble over the sheep,’ said Nurse Barclay.36

On June 11th the Glasgow Herald announced that the Forestry Commission was to acquire Ardtornish, a 10,000-acre estate near Lochaline, in Morvern on the north side of the Sound of Mull. The new purchase would provide enough jobs for the emigrants and their families, who would be able to stay together while adjusting to their new lives. Their wages would be low, and they were only guaranteed work for 150 days a year. Subsequent commentators have noted the irony of people from a treeless island obtaining employment with the Forestry Commission. The greater mismatch was the disparity between the range of the St Kildans’ skills and the kind of work on offer for them.

On Friday June 13th Johnston explained to the press why evacuation had become inevitable.37 Everything was now ready for the official announcement. Newspapers had been carrying evacuation stories for several weeks; Mr Blair, purser of the Hebrides, thought that the idea of evacuation had been put into the islanders’ heads by the press.38 On Tuesday June 17th Tom Johnston confirmed the news in the House of Commons. He wasn’t forthcoming about details, and quoted the number of inhabitants as sixty-five, almost twice the true figure. On June 20th he took several key decisions. George Henderson was to be in charge of the evacuation, and Nurse Barclay was formally appointed as the government’s representative on the island. Journalists would not be permitted to witness the event.

Sheep and dogs

Compton Mackenzie, interviewed for the Daily Record, said: ‘I think the idea of evacuation is ridiculous. The majority of these people want to leave, but they don’t know what they are doing. If the Government is to do something in the West, let them consider the other islanders, whose difficulties and hardships, although not so widely noticed, are not less than St Kilda’s.’39 A month later he wrote to the Oban Times. ‘Sentimental eloquence over nurses,’ he argued, ‘cannot disguise the feeble handling of the St Kilda business.’ The ‘town-obsessed’ Labour government was incapable of dealing with Scottish land questions.40 The local MP agreed. However, after the Second World War (during which Johnston served as ‘the finest Secretary of State Scotland ever had’, according to Mackenzie), the novelist admitted that the minister was absolutely right to evacuate St Kilda.41

In June Captain Wilfred Kneeshaw took a three-week holiday on St Kilda. A keen seal-shooter, he had previously tried to help fishermen in his home area of North Wales, when they were plagued by seals damaging their nets. On Kneeshaw’s arrival, the three Ferguson brothers promptly organised a seal-hunting expedition for him. Donald, the youngest of the trio and a Free Church minister, had discovered the joys of sailing after being posted to Minard in Ayrshire; he must have been on holiday on Hirta at the time. A party of six went to Soay and the nearby coast in a four-oared boat, with several rifles and a harpoon (which they succeeded in blunting). On their return to Village Bay, in a boat loaded with seal carcasses, they encountered a killer whale (also known as a grampus), some 8m long, which smelt the seals and charged their boat three times. According to the Dundee People’s Journal, which chose the headline ‘Boating party’s fight with sea monster’, this was an epic struggle, lasting half an hour and keenly watched by islanders on the shore. The hunters shot the whale (which the paper also described as a shark); it sank beneath the waters of the bay. Somebody in the party must have known what use to make of seal carcasses.

The three Ferguson brothers were the aristocrats of Hirta. In their lives they had taken diverging pathways – commerce, estate management and the church. Together again, they had arranged one last glorious adrenalin-fuelled adventure, a homage to their seal-hunting ancestors, one last hurrah for a disappearing way of life. The excitement of the hunt must have taken their minds off the impending evacuation.42 Neil Ferguson, however, was ‘dour and uncommunicative’, though his mood improved when he managed to sell ‘an oddly-carved whale’s tooth’ to a visitor, preferring a dirty Scottish pound note to a gold half sovereign’.43

The handling of sheep (administratively and literally) now took up a good deal of time. The animals would have to be rounded up, shipped to the mainland and sold – and probably also dipped. The estate factor supplied a list of the number of sheep owned by each household. Supposedly, there were only 301 sheep on Hirta and 170 on Boreray.44 However, as the factor admitted, this was a conventional fiction which had evolved to reduce fees paid to the estate. On July 17th a letter from the auctioneers, Corson’s of Oban, mentioned several problems: ‘Special transport is going to be a costly matter . . . it will be almost impossible to evacuate half of the sheep . . . the islanders themselves will be able to give little assistance . . . it is quite possible that as the sheep are so wild their legs might all have to be tied before putting them in a small boat to ferry them to a waiting ship . . . no islanders have been near the sheep on Boreray for three or four years . . . we much doubt if any netting would hold in these sheep which are great jumpers . . . they would require to be dipped.’45 Rounding up such great jumpers would be a difficult job.

And how would they manage with the St Kilda dogs – dogs of the old Norse persuasion, like the dogs on Orkney, which ran sheep down individually rather than herding them?46 A good description of this way of working comes from the Faroe Isles in the mid seventeenth century:47 ‘If any sheep runneth away, as it often happeneth, the dogs pursue it presently, and do not leave off till they have brought it back again, if it be so that the sheep will not be forced back; every dog taketh his sheep by the wool, and throws it down, without ever biting the sheep in the flesh, and when the sheep are so overthrown, they lie still and dare not rise till the men come and take them up; these dogs are so taught, that when the shepherd will have but one lamb of the flock for one occasion, he goeth in the fields with his dog, and what lamb he only points at, the dog taketh the same without hurting it.’ On Hirta, the dogs had their teeth filed, which helped to reduce injuries to sheep. However, on a precipice-girt island such a mode of gathering sheep was distinctly hazardous.

Ferguson’s fury

According to Henderson: ‘Some of them who own very few sheep, do not see why they should have to assist in collecting Neil Ferguson’s.’48 It was agreed to offer £1 per head to anyone who helped with the roundup; they would also hire a couple of professional shepherds.49 Neil Ferguson’s family, which owned a quarter of the sheep on the factor’s list, objected strongly to these plans. Neil had become somewhat isolated. One civil servant noted: ‘I imagine that the islanders themselves will not object to [resettling together in Morven] as long as Neil Ferguson is not one of the new colony.’50 On July 4th the ground officer was still asking for a croft, preferably on Skye, which he would work with his son and daughter-in-law.51 But then came a family crisis. Neil junior changed his mind; he was now asking for a forestry job for himself. It sounds as if his wife was keen to get away from her in-laws. On Wednesday July 9th Neil Ferguson senior wrote to Henderson, withdrawing his request for a croft and asking for a job as a postmaster or something similar.52 By return of post (in St Kilda terms) he got a letter offering him the job of sub-postmaster at Manish, on the south-east coast of Harris. Ferguson refused, writing back on Friday July 18th.53 The following day he wrote in again, refusing to take a smallholding and asking for a job with a weekly wage and ‘a comfortable home’.54

The ground officer was becoming increasingly tense and angry. If he didn’t get the chance of work and a house like the others, he said, he would set his dogs on the sheep and prevent the shepherds from collecting them. This would have horrific consequences, driving the sheep over the cliffs into the sea. When dogs were chasing them, the sheep were quite capable of leaping clean over the head dyke.55 By this time a document had arrived for the islanders to sign, consenting to the sheep disposal arrangements. Ferguson drew up an alternative, which the others refused to sign. In the end, the postmaster and his son put their names to the official letter. Their signatures, at the end of the list, stand out; unlike the others, they are written in green ink, presumably GPO issue.56

Neil Ferguson senior now had to admit defeat. Matters came to a head on the weekend of July 19th and 20th. On the Sabbath, usually a good day for undisturbed paperwork and letter-writing, Nurse Barclay wrote frankly to George Henderson: ‘The family split at no. 5 has given the others the most unholy satisfaction, they have been dancing war dances round me and John Gillies said “quick, quick nurse teach me the highland fling and I will dance it; last year old Fergy was King and we were his subjects but now we are better off than him”. One can’t help feeling a bit sorry for the man but he has brought it on himself and to be frank it is evident that he is work shy. I have assured young Neil and his wife that you will do your best for them.’ In a postscript penned the next day, the nurse wrote: ‘It was hardly fair of [young Neil] to split now, he ought to have done that two months ago, the daughter-in-law is, of course, getting all the blame. He still adheres to the policy of keeping his sheep till he gets fixed up.’57

That Sunday, Nurse Barclay was attending the dying Mary Gillies. Afraid of becoming infected, her family had moved out of the house. The nurse was on her own, looking after her patient night and day, taking in food. The following day, at five in the morning on Monday July 21st, Mary died. The nurse was worn out. Her comment is touching; Mary Gillies, she wrote, ‘more than repaid me for my nursing services in affection’.58 The two other girls at number 14 were at risk; Rachel Ann had got thinner recently and had not been eating well.59 However, life had to go on. The nurse’s most loyal lieutenant was Donald Gillies: ‘Get on with the job and get us off in a hurry,’ he said.60 The next day, Williamina wrote another letter, hastening to catch the post as the Hebrides hove into view. The Fergusons had capitulated: ‘Father and son,’ she wrote,’ will accept work and houses and have undertaken to assist in every way. I am trying to arrange that the wall round the Glebe is fenced up so as to be in readiness for what other fencing will be necessary when the shepherds arrive.’ Nurse Barclay loved getting involved in practicalities. ‘I have had such fun just now,’ she wrote, ‘rounding up the men to catch the bull and get it onto the Hebrides. Mr F has a letter asking him to send it and I think he hadn’t the courage to ask them to get it for him.’61

Hirta’s bulls, which were always swum ashore from the steamer, had recently led adventurous lives. In May 1924 the people got the new bull ashore, but the old one ‘successfully resisted all attempts to ship him’ and he wasn’t moved until the following month.62 In August 1928 the St Kildans had cannily sent their bull back (presumably after he had carried out his duties), saying that they did not have enough hay to feed him over the coming winter.63 Hirta’s final bull bill amounted to £33 10s, with a further £5 5s 2d in freight charges.64 During the winter of 1929–30 the bull had doubtless occupied his traditional lodging near Tobar Childa, where he was fed each day by the islanders, each taking their turn in accordance with tradition. With the cadavers of his unwanted progeny strewn along the beach, the bull was now destined for pastures new.

Nurse Barclay got a letter naming the date for the evacuation and asking her not to let the people know before the Hebrides had departed.65 Mr Johnston felt strongly ‘that the utmost effort should be made to avoid the miseries of the poor people being turned into a show’.66 It was therefore decided not to allow journalists or press photographers to attend the evacuation. By this time the houses in Morvern had been allocated; they had upstairs bedrooms, with dormer windows. Nevertheless, it would still be a squash for the MacKinnon family, who were to have a house in Achabeg, with one main room and kitchen on the ground floor and two attic rooms upstairs. Mrs MacDonald from number 16 was to get a similar house at Savary, with three rooms upstairs, one for her and each of her adult sons. Donald Gillies could look forward to quite decent accommodation for his wife and two girls at number 5 in Larachbeg.67 The islanders would continue to be ‘neighbours’, though their new homes were scattered along an 8km stretch of road.

A native speaks

A couple of expatriate St Kildans still owned sheep on Hirta. Donald MacDonald from number 16 wrote in from Port Glasgow: ‘I belong to that place so am look forward for my share of the money . . . If I didn’t get the money for my sheep I can take yous up for stealing a crofter property . . . am unemployed just now no sines of work yet so far so I am looking forward for my share.’68 A more literate and eloquent expatriate was Finlay MacQueen’s half-sister Kirsty. Having left the island around 1901, at the age of seventeen, in 1912 she had married Robert Chalmers, a shipyard carpenter from Kinghorn in Fife, who became a salaried trade union official; the couple lived at Stonehouse in Lanarkshire. Robert and Kirsty were educated working-class people. Robert was an expert on Robert Burns and a musician, a band leader and conductor with a fine tenor voice who was in considerable demand for performing the ‘immortal memory’ address at Burns suppers and giving talks about the poet’s life and work; he could also sing Gaelic songs (presumably with linguistic help from his wife).69 Kirsty wrote about her early life on St Kilda long before any other islanders did, publishing twelve newspaper articles in 1929 and 1930.70

She provided a unique description of dairying in Gleann Mór. As a young girl, she had had to climb the hill from Village Bay twice a day, carrying her milking pail and peat-bag. When she got to the top, the family cow wasn’t always waiting to be milked; sometimes Kirsty had to run after her, barefoot down the glen, to the amusement of the other women and girls. When she caught up with the cow, she didn’t scold her but stroked her dappled coat and sang her milking song, which warned ‘Prettyfoot’ that they would need to buy her a tethering rope from the big city. Kirsty carried her pail of milk down to the village, ensconced within a bag of peats and covered by a sheepskin lid. She remembered Monday mornings, when she took a ‘lithesome step’ up the hill. She took a few handfuls of oatmeal – and sugar if her mother wasn’t looking – and made a wonderful brose from the cream on the top of the milk which they had left to cool in the burn over the Sabbath (it being a sin to take it down to the village). The cream was thick as butter, and she spread it on bannocks. Looking back, she wondered if she had ever been so contented. She also described the end of the dairying season, when the women were ‘sitting on the hillside counting the days till the men would come with the bourocks [ropes] and lead the cattle down to the village and their winter quarters’. In 1900 there wasn’t actually much of a girl gang to go dairying. There were only two or three teenage girls on the island; perhaps a couple of eleven- or twelve-year-olds were also involved. Most of the milkmaids of Gleann Mór were no longer maids.

Back in the time of Angus Fiddes, according to Kirsty, St Kilda was ‘a happy, carefree, independent, and unselfish community’. She remembered ‘those early tourists who entered my mother’s dwelling as if they had a right to, who peered under the very bed, and then asked me, with the proffer of a Sassenach coin, to direct them to “Tobar-nam-Budh”, the well of virtue. Those early tourists spoiled us. They weakened our faith in ourselves . . . Succeeding years saw our diffidence diminish, our boldness increase. Now we board their vessel to sell, then they entered our dwellings to buy. Looking back across the years there comes to me the picture of the old tourist vessels with their kindly though inquisitive passengers.’71 It is a great pity that the book which Kirsty was writing has not survived.

With regard to the pending evacuation, she exclaimed: ‘St Kilda today is no more an island of beggars than we are today a nation of paupers . . . we feed a million in idleness. Can we not feed the last handful of old people who will soon pass to the shadows. Surely!’72 On July 12th, 1930, Kirsty got a letter published in the Oban Times: ‘Thousands of Gaels will join them, and me,’ she wrote, ‘in condemning this or any other government who will make Hirta an “Isle of the Dead”.’ Ruminating about the evacuation, Kirsty felt that the problem was humanity’s discovery of ‘restlessness’: ‘Thirty years ago I did what they are now doing . . . I got out . . . I left home because I wanted to . . . I was the first woman to do so.’73

In early August she asked permission to witness the evacuation.74 Her request was refused. However, her husband spent a week on Hirta in mid July, probably collecting material for giving talks on St Kilda, which he did at several venues the following winter, describing the island community as ‘Britain’s first Co-Operative Commonwealth’75 (he was a trade union official, remember). For his first meal, the islanders roasted an entire leg of lamb, leaving him speechless, accustomed as he was to ‘the mainlander’s morsel of mutton’. Robert spent a day shooting puffins in Gleann Mór. He also read out the terms of the sheep agreement to the parliament, which for the benefit of the older members was translated into Gaelic. Like his wife, Robert was horrified by the evacuation plan. Noting that the removal of their sheep would leave the Hirteach with little choice but to leave, he paraphrased the officials’ intentions: ‘After we have done this [sold all your sheep], and you have paid for it all, we will return for you.’ The islanders, he said, ‘were to pay for their own banishment – not only in sheep, but also in tears’.76

Nearing the end

On July 22nd the Scottish Office received a terse if predictable telegram from the Macleod of MacLeod: ESTATE CAN TAKE NO PART IN ST KILDA.77 On July 26th officials from the Agriculture Board went out on the Minna, along with two professional shepherds, clad in plus-fours and armed with crooks.78 They explained the evacuation arrangements to the islanders, who agreed to work for the Forestry Commission. The Fergusons were still dragging their heels.79 On Monday July 28th the shepherds began work. The first couple of days were spent erecting fencing around the glebe and making the existing fencing stockproof. The rest of the week was taken up with gathering sheep from all over Hirta. ‘It was a bit of a job right enough,’ said Lachlan MacDonald afterwards. The sheep were sheared and marked. They then spent three days waiting for the Dunara Castle.80 The sheep were ‘a mixed breed owing to crossing with Blackface, Cheviot and Leicester rams’; no new rams had been introduced since 1923.81 A photograph has survived of the sheep all together in the glebe.82 They look in very good condition. Nurse Barclay now drew up yet another list. This one included the ear-marks which distinguished each owner’s sheep. Only two sheep-owners had a single mark; the average was over four each. One cannot help wondering why John Gillies had no fewer than eight ear-marks (‘Many are very similar to others on the island and he thinks no stranger could ever make them out,’ says a note). Old Finlay Gillies had nine marks. No figure is given for Donald Gillies, whose ear-marks were ‘numerous and difficult to define’.83 When Gladstone visited in 1927, there were coloured markings as well – in black and red, on head, back and tail.84

Why such a profusion of sheep-marks? Probably the markings communicated more than one kind of information. The St Kildans were accustomed to complexity. They shared boats – not just access to them but also the maintenance of the different parts of a boat and the making and repair of its sail. In the 1830s the sail was a composite one, made up of twenty-one ‘patches’ of varying shapes and sizes, corresponding to the twenty-one families who owned the boat.85 As late as 1927 ‘ownership’ of boats continued to be a complex matter. There were seven of them; Gladstone was told that some families had a one-quarter share in one boat, half a share in another and so on.86 Dealing with administrative minutiae must have been a major reason for the notoriously protracted sessions of the island’s parliament.

Sheep-marks might convey several kinds of information – involving not only ownership but also heredity and year of birth. Probably people acquired a range of sheep-marks over time, especially during the last fifteen or twenty years of the community’s existence. Individuals purchased or took over sheep left behind by emigrants, or adopted sheep belonging to those who died without heirs, or acquired new stock through inheritance or marriage. During the great pre-evacuation round-up, unidentified ear-marks were probably quickly claimed by sharp-witted islanders. No one would have wanted to lose face in front of shepherds from elsewhere. It may not be too surprising that the earmarks of Donald Gillies, said to be the most intelligent man on the island, were said to be too numerous and arcane to be closely defined. Donald had become the natural leader of the pro-evacuation party, the nurse’s right-hand man – surely the man to take responsibility for any unclaimed sheep.

The voyage of the sheep was a horror story. Several of the ship’s passengers felt strongly enough to organise a petition of protest. They pointed out that most of the animals ‘were twelve hours on board before starting, and sixteen hours actually travelling, making a total of 28 hours without food or water. In addition, their close packing constituted great cruelty to the 667 sheep which were carried. As it was nearly midnight when they arrived at Oban, undoubtedly they were a much larger period without attention.’87 By the time these sheep, and a second shipment of 568, were sold at auction on September 3rd, 166 of them (over 13 per cent) had died. Despite all the fuss about getting them dipped, the sheep were completely free of scab. Nevertheless, by this time most of them were in a pretty poor state; quite a few went straight to the butcher.88

Five of the islanders’ cattle were sold on the same occasion.89 When an inventory of cattle was made back in late June, there were nine cows. Neil Ferguson senior had two, as did Norman MacKinnon. The other five households had one each. Each cow had just one follower, usually a heifer from the 1929 crop; the MacKinnons had three.90 People were fond of their house-cows. When another inventory was made at the end of July, a note said that Mrs MacKinnon would take a young cow with her ‘if this is convenient’ and Donald Gillies possessed ‘a good Ayrshire cow which he would like to keep’.91 The milking cows were now the only ones left, nine yearling cattle having been shipped off to Tiree a few days previously.92

The same inventory listed the islanders’ modest household furniture. At the age of seventy-three, old Finlay Gillies aspired to ‘a double bedstead with spring mattress’ (‘he thinks his own wool mattress would serve meantime’). At number 14, a good night’s sleep was more problematic, and not just because widow Gillies had just lost her eldest daughter: ‘The bedsteads are broken and propped up meantime and the mattresses are beyond repair.’ At number 9, fifty-eight-year-old John MacDonald was ‘in immediate need of a suit of clothes also shoes’. Each household had up to four spinning-wheels – a total of twenty-one. Surprisingly, however, only four looms are listed. Nurse Barclay thought she had managed to persuade the people to take their looms to their new homes. After the evacuation, she found out that they had failed to keep their promise: ‘They had all finally made up their minds to discard weaving telling me that if they worked all day they were not going to weave at night.’93 In August some women sold their spinning-wheels. They were reluctant to do so: ‘One cannot give up one’s life work so easily,’ said one.94

On Saturday August 2nd there was a meeting at the Admiralty. St Kilda’s human residents would leave on hms Harebell, a former Q-ship constructed late in the First World War. (Q-ships, armed but disguised as merchantmen, were designed to lure U-boats to the surface.) Twenty-four evacuees were to be taken to Lochaline, the rest to Oban. ‘The furniture and gear of the islanders will not take up much space,’ said the official minute.95 People now had to focus on the move, and try to imagine their future lives on the mainland. As for the journalists, they took the refusal of permission to witness the evacuation as a challenge. A man from the Oban Times arrived in late July and stayed for a week; he was asked to help make Mary Gillies’s coffin. He reported that Finlay MacQueen was very distressed to be leaving. The old man was planning to take ‘a case of partly-stuffed birds’ to his new home.96 By August 6th a suspiciously large number of bookings had been made for the Dunara Castle’s August 21st sailing from Glasgow. On August 20th Tom Johnston was told that a number of journalists had boarded the Hebrides; they carried no provisions and expected to return to the mainland on the evacuation ship.97

Last days

The most comprehensive description of the evacuation was written by a part-time freelance journalist based in London. Thirty-year-old Alasdair Alpin MacGregor, from Lewis, was something of a professional Gael. He decided that the evacuation story could be expanded to make a book. A last voyage to St Kilda, published in 1931, describes itself as the ‘observations and adventures of an egotistic private secretary who was alleged to have been “warned off” that island by admiralty officials when attempting to emulate Robinson Crusoe at the time of its evacuation’. The book expresses the trenchant, sometimes facetious views of its quirky, self-absorbed author, and it recycles much information from existing literature. However, it’s quite a lively account of the surreal, chaotic last hours of the Hirta community. MacGregor blagged a letter of introduction from George Blair, purser of the Hebrides, in order to stay for a few days with Neil Ferguson. On the steamer, he found himself sharing the cabin adjacent to the only bathroom, on the usual understanding that it would be vacated at 6 a.m. if anyone wanted a bath. On the first morning of the voyage, the first customers for the bathroom were the eighty-three-year-old Earl and Countess of Cassilis. The Hebrides had been built in the Troon shipyard owned by the earl, who, with his wife and her sister, probably came on this trip as guests of MacCallum, Orme & Co. On this occasion, the bathroom was occupied by men sleeping off the effects of a heavy night; the aristocrats beat a hasty retreat.

On Skye, MacGregor went on a long walk in the hills, savouring the fragrance of the bog-myrtle, which made him forget ‘the toiladay pavements where men prey upon each other for capitalism’.98 He was anxious to avoid the Anglo-Scottish aristocracy and their hangers-on, with their ‘tartan kilts and tartan neckties and tartan tammies and tartan-covered guide-books’, not to mention their motor cars.99 MacGregor, a teetotaller, was disgusted to see the Hebrides take on board fourteen casks of Talisker, destined for Glasgow. One evening he persuaded the ship’s wireless operator to play the bagpipes in his cabin; the ship’s crew danced a reel on deck.100

The Hebrides arrived at Village Bay on Saturday August 23rd. A strengthening wind was blowing from the most worrying direction, the south-east; there would not be enough time to load several hundred sheep. As an animal lover, MacGregor hated to see the islanders’ dogs wandering about on three legs, their front paws tied to their necks in order to restrict their mobility.101 With all the sheep gathered in the glebe, this must have been a necessary precaution. After a couple of hours, the impatient steamship captain sounded his siren. However, St Kildans were still taking advantage of the retail opportunities. The tourists had already deluged the post office; some of them now drifted back from the pier to buy more postcards. Preoccupied with their closing-down sale, and in no hurry to brave the increasingly choppy waters of the bay, the islanders followed the visitors down to the pier, making use of their final chance to sell more of their possessions, including spinning-wheels and small items of furniture. Somebody sold ‘the baptismal font of St Brendan’s church’ – probably just a prehistoric trough-quern.102

Deciding that the sea was too rough to ferry the tourists back to the ship, the men started to haul up their boats. This was the signal for more furious blasts on the siren and an exchange of semaphore messages between the ship and the missionary. The irritated captain ordered the second mate to lower one of the ship’s boats – an action which called into question the islanders’ seamanship and threatened to deprive them of ferry fees. Immediately, the St Kildans loaded one of their own boats with tourists and set off for the steamship. As the two boat crews passed one another, a full and frank exchange of views took place, in Gaelic and English. Squeezed between spinning-wheels and fighting collies, the tourists must have been extremely glad to get back on board ship. Halfway across, they were nearly swamped; as they came alongside the ship, they were drenched by a mountainous wave.103

At last, the Hebrides sailed away. That evening, Neil Ferguson took out ‘the books’ and led his family in prayer. MacGregor spent the night on a mattress stuffed with puffin feathers.104 Next day the weather was beautiful. Having ascertained that shaving on a Sunday morning would not cause offence, MacGregor went for a walk. At eleven o’clock, he heard the clanging of a bell salvaged from a shipwreck long ago, heralding a church service. A self-confessed ‘pagan’, MacGregor had not been to church for years. On this occasion, however, he decided that it would be tactful to attend. He waited until the English service was over before attending the Gaelic one. Norman MacKinnon, the precentor, greeted him with a baleful stare. The atmosphere recalled the days of his youth, back in Lewis. During the long sermon, nobody fell asleep; there was a good deal of time to observe the behaviour of beetles and spiders, and to notice signs of damp on the walls.

MacGregor admired the Kearton brothers, the pioneering wildlife photographers who had stayed on Hirta in 1896. As a young man, Neil Ferguson had given them help; now he managed to find time to walk around with MacGregor and share reminiscences. This was kind of him, for there was a great deal to do. The postmaster had been deluged with stamped addressed envelopes which had to be franked with the essential St Kilda postmark; there had been an avalanche of requests for goods and souvenirs, accompanied by postal orders. People wanted spinning-wheels, lamps, gannets’ wings, birds’ eggs, quern-stones, wool, just about anything.105 Worried about the impending fate of the island’s dogs, MacGregor persuaded a few people to take them along to their new homes. Ferguson was supposed to collect all the house-keys and send them to Dunvegan. However, several of the older islanders wanted to hold onto theirs, in case living conditions in Morvern proved worse than those on St Kilda. And in the middle of all the preparations, the French military sloop Ancre turned up. Some of her crew spent a happy afternoon on Conachair and Mullach Sgar, conspicuous in their white tunics, whooping and rolling boulders down the hillsides. With everything that was going on, perhaps it is no wonder that Surgeon Lieutenant Pomfret of the Harebell, which arrived early on the Thursday, decided that all the St Kildans could be ‘classed as markedly neurotic’!106 MacGregor took photographs, including a classic portrait of Finlay MacQueen on a bench outside his house.

With his strong, quirky personality, Finlay MacQueen had long been a favourite with Hirta’s tourists. He was good on the cliffs; rather than being held by another man, he often belayed himself from a stake driven into the cliff-top.107 Climbing alone was not supposed to be a good idea; the islanders told a cautionary tale about the fatal descent of a man whose unattended dog had gnawed through the cow-hide rope which held him. When posing for his portrait, the old man was clear about the image he wished to convey. He wore a peaked cap, which gave him a distinctly nautical appearance. He held a somewhat moth-eaten puffin, which looked better after MacGregor persuaded its owner to hold it the right way up.108 MacQueen was trying to find out how much he should ask for an old wooden tumbler-lock. The old rascal owed £142 in rent – nearly three times as much as anyone else still on the island, and a quarter of the total arrears.109

On Wednesday August 27th the Dunara Castle was delayed by fog. It was still foggy when she turned up, very late in the afternoon. No fewer than 568 sheep had to be ferried to the ship. At ten or a dozen sheep to a boat, this would involve fifty or sixty trips. Neil Ferguson being busy with sheep, MacGregor took over as postmaster, stamping postcards until his arm ached. Then he went down to the pier, already heaped with the islanders’ paraphernalia, and took charge of the lantern while the last sheep were loaded. It took nine or ten men to haul the boat out of the water when they had finished. Many people didn’t get to bed until after two o’clock. It was more like three when Neil and Alasdair turned in, after another hour at the post office.110

After snatching a couple of hours’ sleep, they went back to work. The last batch of sheep went off around 7 a.m., just as hms Harebell was steaming into the bay. Then it was the turn of the cattle. There were four calves to be taken to the ship by boat; ten cows had to swim, towed by tethers around their necks. Then heavier bundles and packages were loaded, ‘amid much argument and clash of ideas’. According to Mr Ross, who represented the Registrar of Births, Marriages and Deaths, the Harebell brought more efficiency but much less human interest, as ‘naval men in motor-boats soon showed how the work could be accomplished without unnecessary clamour’.111 MacGregor overheard islanders saying that they would not be hustled on their last day even if the entire navy should come out for them.

The gentlemen of the press persisted in trying to get interviews, crouching behind walls with their cameras. The women and girls covered their faces with their hands. One of the bystanders had a film camera. Filming and photography had been officially forbidden, but John Ritchie did manage to make a short film, not released until 1979. It features several shots of people trying to avoid being filmed, running away or stepping aside, and a young man picking up a stone to throw at the camera.112 Meanwhile, the Gaelicspeaking MacGregor had better luck, getting more serene images for the Illustrated London News. In the midst of all the hustle and bustle, old Finlay MacQueen puffed on his pipe and stared across the bay. MacGregor took a final walk. It must have been a great relief when the Dunara Castle sailed away at noon, carrying the pressmen and photographers, and MacGregor too, at the insistence of officers on the Harebell. They reached Oban at five in the morning; it was raining. The St Kildans’ heavier belongings were promptly ‘whipped out of the hold until they formed an imposing pile on the pier’ – ‘melancholy looking sticks and gear’ which had presented themselves as household furniture until a few hours ago.113

Most of the cats left the island in baskets, on the Harebell. One went missing; the nurse’s Manx cat escaped. Two more were taken off when the Hebrides called a couple of days later; when the ship arrived at Oban, Nurse Barclay was able to reclaim hers.114 Other cats survived to be later shot by naturalists concerned to protect Hirta’s natural heritage. As for the dogs, there must have been about thirty of them. Too mangy to be taken off the island, they had no future as working dogs. The islanders proposed to drown them; they had never paid for dog licences and were not about to start. But then came an urgent radio message from the Canine Defence League, insisting on the use of poison. The Harebell’s doctor set up an improvised gas chamber in one of the houses and put down two dogs. However, ignoring official instructions, the St Kildans drowned most of the others in the sea.115 Dugald Munro’s eleven-year-old son was very distressed.116 When the Hebrides called a couple of weeks later, the dogs’ corpses could be seen floating in the bay.

The enigma of arrival

Visitors and busybodies had departed. The atmosphere was calm and peaceful on the islanders’ last night. The following day, Friday August 29th, at eight in the morning, they locked their doors and trooped down to the Harebell. Some left Bibles behind, open on the table. It was a beautiful day; the sea was like the proverbial millpond. Tea, coffee and biscuits were served on board. The sailors were friendly and helpful, attempting to create a holiday atmosphere. When they arrived at Lochaline, at about half past six in the evening, pressmen were waiting. As the newcomers descended the gangplank, ‘there was an element of poignancy in the moment,’ said the Scotsman’s correspondent. ‘A collection of mythical beings had suddenly become human.’117

One of the journalists recorded that ‘some of the youngest [children] wore blue or purple coloured knitted caps with tassels, which, with their fair hair, gave them an engaging fairy-like appearance . . . woollen clothing of the bright hues of the island dyes, and bright scarfs and handkerchiefs, gave vivacity to the scene, while on the quay a number of the welcoming spectators wore tartan.’118 The older women had bright kerchiefs on their heads. The younger ones wore hats and were ‘tastefully attired’; one wore yellow fabric gloves. Quite a few women had brought their spinning-wheels after all (Plate 16).

Cars took the Morvern contingent to their new homes. They were fully furnished, with purple and pale brown linoleum on the floors, they were supplied with coal, and paraffin for the lamps. The beds had been thoroughly aired, fires lit in all the grates, armchairs positioned invitingly at firesides. The oldest inhabitant opined that ‘it will take a long time for them to get mixed up with the people here’.119 The Scotsman enthused about the islanders’ new environment. Featuring in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped, the Morvern landscape, with its waterfalls, ancient castles and so on, was ‘saturated in romance’: ‘The MacQueen family . . . will be daily confronted with a panorama of sea and rocky shore and distant mountains . . . that should enchant the appreciative eye.’120

Some passengers stayed on the Harebell and disembarked at Oban – the Fergusons, the nurse, the missionary and his family, along with Dr Shearer and Mr Henderson of the Health Board. ‘I shall miss the sea,’ said Neil Ferguson. ‘I have been out in it in all its moods, and feel I can hardly do without it.’ A couple of days later, the MacLeod formally waived his claim to £537 17s 4d in rent arrears.121 On September 3rd the sheep were sold at Oban, an occasion marked by some ceremony. There was a platform party, featuring Tom Johnston with his wife and daughter, the missionary Dugald Munro and Nurse Barclay. Johnston made a classic politician’s speech. Claiming credit for the decision to evacuate St Kilda, he noted that ‘the evacuation had been approved of by everybody except a small group of literary poseurs’. Poverty, he proclaimed, ‘was so picturesque to some people, as long as it was the other fellow who was undergoing the poverty’. The old men, Finlay Gillies and Finlay MacQueen, were present at the sheep auction.122 It had been intended that the money raised, just shy of £800, would reimburse evacuation expenses. At the end of November, the plan was to pay the sheep owners the £293 which remained after the deduction of costs.123 In the end, all the money realised by the sale was distributed among the exiles.124 Nearly half went to the Fergusons and to Finlay Gillies. On December 19th the St Kildans now living in Morvern wrote a letter thanking those who had facilitated the evacuation.

In spite of St Kilda’s place in the nation’s hearts, some newspaper comment was dismissive. The event was a rationalisation, one commentator suggested; St Kilda’s history must have been pathological throughout. ‘St Kilda has begotten no history, no romance, no anything. Its records are inarticulate, but we may suspect behind them the dull ache of a monotonous futility to which the human spirit can adapt itself only by a loss of sensibility and a steady degeneration. No sigh may be heaved then, for the close of its isolated story.’ Another wrote: ‘Sentimentalists in club smoke-rooms may be sorry for the change and sigh for “St Kilda no more”, but the islanders will know better. The retreat just conducted by the British Navy was a work of necessity and mercy.’125

In mid December 1930 the People’s Journal claimed that ‘the St Kildans are good workers and fairly happy’.126 In April 1931 the Daily Mail reported that they had learnt their work and were doing it well; they displayed ‘no clannish disposition’ and were ‘mixing freely with the Campbells and the Camerons’, earning wages of 30s to 50s a week (‘by no means munificent’).127 The Scotsman wrote of ‘children and patriarchs setting out together into the promised land’.128 The emigrants’ feelings were more complex. Not wanting to appear churlish or ungrateful, they told journalists what they thought they wanted to hear.

Henceforth the Hirteach would play little part in Hirta’s history. The summers of the 1930s saw the return of some of the exiles; steamship services were still running, and Alec Ferguson wanted them to weave more tweed. With textile production in mind, he persuaded them to move a hundred Soay sheep from Soay to Hirta, in 1934 and 1935.129 St Kilda became a private nature reserve, the plaything of the heir to the Bute family’s immense fortune – young Lord Dumfries, a would-be ornithologist who sometimes invited friends from his own social circle to spend time on the island. At other times fishermen stopped by, sometimes doing their worst. On December 20th, 1939, a young puffin was shot at Herring Neck on the north coast of Newfoundland. The ring on its leg indicated that it had been ringed on St Kilda on August 10th. Lord Dumfries had won his footnote in ornithological history, having ringed the bird which for the first time pointed to where puffins go for the winter.130

Neil Ferguson and Finlay MacQueen both passed away during the Second World War. At Tulliallan, in Kincardine, the graves of the heads of Hirta’s two most prominent families lie side by side, near the head of the Firth of Forth. In 1948, the seventy-six-year-old Alec Ferguson took to the seas, sailing his boat to St Kilda on what was supposed to be his final trip (it wasn’t). He wanted to collect odds and ends left there in 1939 and to have a last look at the tomb of his parents. They waited five days before they could land. Later, Alec told a reporter from the Sunday Post: ‘The cemetery is in better condition than many a city one. Wild flowers adorn it in natural beauty.’131


EPILOGUE

A history like no other

In the nineteenth century, what many St Kildans valued most was their intellectual and spiritual engagement with Christianity, their concern with the soul’s journey towards salvation. They took for granted what I find myself admiring most: the depth and range of their expertise.1 St Kilda possesses a wide range of resources, and the islanders developed a highly impressive array of knowledge, skills and artefacts in order to exploit them. They worked their world intensively, in three dimensions, exploiting islands and rock-stacks, scaling cliffs, taking harvests wherever they might be found, understanding the ways of the sea. The manufacture of the necessary equipment required knowledge of the properties of materials, the tricks and pitfalls of each craft. Work had to be scheduled and planned by the community, regulations had to be reviewed and enforced; they had to know when to make haste and when to be patient. And, of course, it was always necessary to perform the prescribed rituals, and to do so correctly.

The St Kildans often spent their evenings making straw ropes. Neil Mackenzie described how they used thicker ones to make strong baskets in which to carry eggs (up to 400 or so in one basket) and thinner ones to make more flexible sacks for grain and feathers.2 Some were made into seats. To illustrate the ramifications of the islanders’ material culture, I will point to just one artefact – the climbing rope, on which men depended for their lives as they hung above the void. There are several descriptions of these ropes in the literature. The most complex one reads as follows: ‘The usual rope is a stout hempen cord wrapped round and round with sheep’s wool, over this a lining of horse-hair, finally strands of human hair. To manufacture such a rope is the work of years, but the St Kildan girl saves her hair-combings religiously, also drying and bleaching the fibres of rough grass that grow on the wind-swept island. These fibres strengthen the cable, while the elasticity of the hair prevents chafing against the rude cliffs during the rock-scaler’s descent. A curiosity-collector wished to buy a fine specimen of the hair rope, but the £20 offered was refused calmly by the professional egg-gatherer. The cord in question was veneered with auburn hair – the thirty years’ collection from heads of parents, aunts, cousins and acquaintances.’3 This account was written in 1900.

The nature and role of the climbing-rope is described in this way only once, as far as I know. It epitomises the social and psychological fabric of St Kildan society – the ties which linked men and women as lovers, friends and parents. The climbing rope was a prized heirloom. If handed down to a young woman, it made her highly marriageable. To have a chance of winning her hand, a young man had to show his prowess on the cliffs, his ability to bring home the birds. The bravery of the young fowler, his desirability as a future provider of food, was celebrated in songs which were often also laments for lives lost on the cliffs. A man had trained for his fowling role since early childhood, clambering on the walls and roofs of buildings. Fate might dictate that when he started fowling for real, his climbing partner was not always his father or his brother. Bonds of trust were forged between men from different families, working methodically above the abyss, at either end of a rope perhaps made in part with human hair whose lineage ran right through the community. Accidents were rare. If fowlers were fatalists, they also took great care to test their ropes, particularly in August before the all-important fulmar-catching season. Women and girls were also fowlers, going in gangs to Soay or Boreray to capture puffins, deploying a range of methods. They knew the naïveté of the birds which they caught and killed in such numbers. St Kilda’s feathers filled the pillows and mattresses of sleepers blissfully unaware of the risks taken by those whose work had eased their slumbers.

Exposure to danger may have imbued the fowlers with a spirituality which was arguably deeper than that inculcated by the Free Church. ‘The voices of wind and water are in their hearts, and they passionately believe in God,’ said one observer.4 A story dating from 1835, or perhaps earlier, was told of a St Kildan who found himself in a boat sailing towards the Isle of Mull. The boatmen were teasing him about his ignorance of the world: had the islanders ever heard of God? The St Kildan asked his questioner to describe the landscape of his own country, which turned out to be rich in wheat and barley. ‘Ah,’ came the response, ‘then you may forget God. But a St Kilda man never can. Elevated on his rock, suspended over a precipice, tossed on the wild ocean, he can never forget his God – he hangs continuously on his arm.’ At that point, everyone in the boat went quiet.5

This story was a gift to men of the cloth, and it was repeated much later.6 By 1854 a much-loved tune called ‘Strathpeffer’ had been re-christened ‘St Kilda’. It was composed in the Aberdeen area by Willie Broomfield. Then in his mid twenties and probably autistic, he was destined for a tragic life. Later, some felt that ‘St Kilda’, which usually accompanies psalm 51, was not Broomfield’s best tune, and had become drenched in sentimentality. Its availability on the internet allows readers to judge for themselves.7

The consolations of poetry

After the evacuation, most of the former St Kildans were re-located in one place. Strangely, nobody seems to have taken the opportunity to record their cultural traditions. They also largely escaped the attentions of physical anthropologists. Visiting medics were mainly interested in their feet (which were, of course, often visible) and in particular the pronounced splaying of their big toes – unlikely to have been ‘selected’ in a Darwinian sense but perhaps helpful for rock-climbing nonetheless. The naturalist Richard Kearton noted ‘the abnormal size of their ankle joints and the thickness of their insteps’; to make his point, he had his own foot photographed beside that of an islander.8

When Alexander Carmichael was attempting to collect oral traditions from Effie MacCrimmon on Hirta in 1865, both he and his informant were ‘much censured’.9 The long and chilly regime of Rev. John Mackay did not encourage the enquiries of folklorists, who were made much more welcome on South Uist, where the people were mostly Roman Catholics.10 In 1954 they became the subject of a photographic essay by Paul Strand. Basil Davidson, who wrote the text for the book Tir A’Mhurain, felt that ‘these people in their islands on the heaving seas have made a community whose values and standards are very much their own, proud and vigorous . . . with the rain and wind and rock and shallow soil of their land they have woven . . . a strong determination to resist and to survive.’11 These words, it seems to me, also apply to some of the early photographs of the Hirteach.

The most touching insights into the world of the St Kildans are to be found in the words of their songs (most of which haven’t been preserved). Some of these contain the mandatory pieties of the nineteenth century and may represent modifications of the originals. However, many were composed in the eighteenth century, perhaps even earlier, pre-dating the arrival of the Apostle of the North and others of his ilk. They provide insights into the emotional lives of the islanders. Sometimes, there is a glimpse of their sense of humour and lightheartedness. There’s one song in which a young woman mocks a young man who is courting her but can’t or won’t climb the cliffs to bring her eggs. She suggests that he might be able to undertake the challenge of climbing a small stack of sheaves, with her on top holding the rope. And there’s a lullaby about being watched by the sharp little eyes of a puffin, out of reach in its burrow – reminding the singer of a snugly wrapped baby. There’s also a song which celebrates the character of a particular sheep:


What a speedy ewe was she

when dodging about

there was nobody on the north side

who could pull a tuft out of her.



One song imagines a conversation between the parents of Effie MacCrimmon during their courtship. Effie was born around 1780. The song is a St Kilda pastoral, overflowing with the new life of springtime – and young love. The music of arriving birds is in the offing. Catherine lists those given her by her admirer, including the great auk (which would have been vanishingly rare in the mid eighteenth century). My lover, she says, is a herdsman ‘who would raise the stick but never strike’. In the fold, the beloved brown cow gives up her milk. In one verse, Donald is simultaneously Catherine’s basking shark and her tomcat (translated as ‘hero’!); to her lover she is his harp and his lyre, his turtle-dove and his song thrush. ‘The lass is my secret love,’ he says; ‘though black her curls, her form is fragrant’. In many parts of Britain it was the summer shieling, away from censorious, gossipy or interfering older folk who remained at home, which was where young people shyly became more intimate, perhaps tending the delicate flame of an unacknowledged love felt since early childhood. Embryonic relationships might have been threatened and jeopardised by gossip, tittle-tattle and scandal-mongering – a theme which emerges in a song composed by Marion Morrison, who fell in love with a visiting aristocrat:


I’d let you kiss me in the gloaming

though that gave rise to folk’s gossip.



If only she were able, she would write to him on Islay, to tell him that the gossips were lying.

On Hirta, elegies were composed for men and women who died in traumatic circumstances – usually by drowning, falling off cliffs or being swept off the rocks by a giant wave. Themes of love and death were addressed together, in the same song:


I often look at where you were swept out

Where death met you

And you were forbidden to come home.



Some sights are heartrendingly evocative:


In solitude, I look upon your work-gear

Hanging idly by the wall

And remember that diligent creative man

Now hemmed in between two boards.



The mourner could always pick out the loved one’s approaching footsteps, his neat work with the spade, his distinctive style of rowing, or his voice as he called the rhythm for his fellow oarsmen:


You were the bearer of shoulder-weight

When the (beached) boat was being moved

The one who pulled the anchor-cable

The one up on the fore-oar and who

Determined the rhythm of the oar-song

When the grey-backs came at you

You were determined, competent and diligent.



One mourned man is appreciated for his dancing and fiddle-playing. Another is praised for never having been idle, always taking care to bring in heather to cover the house-floor. Skill and diligence in the performance of mundane tasks is often commemorated. But so are virtues like honesty, straightforwardness, intelligence and simple kindness – and also, in a man, a nature which abhorred violence to women (which of course implies that not all men did). Metaphors for loss often refer to the physical paraphernalia of life in the home or outside it. ‘I’ve lost my ridge-beam,’ says one woman; another feels as if a wall has collapsed on her. A man mourning the death of a wife swept away by the sea below Conachair calls up a range of metaphors:


When the rope broke

And my rope was not of use,

I lost the key to my door

And the shared joy of my first love

I have lost the helm of my household,

And for a boat-share, I have crying;

I lost the encircling-rope of my home . . .



Could there be consolation? Did loss encapsulate some deeper meaning? In one song, a woman has become housebound, sunk into a deep depression; she fears she may have offended God and is resigned to her fate. Another woman decides that she had not been worthy of her husband, so the Son of God took him home; she has now learned to value Christian humility rather than worldly goods or livestock numbers. Another says:


Never trust the love of a husband

for he may be fated to leave us so young.



A boy hunting razorbills on Dun becomes over-excited and loses his life after casting off the rope meant to preserve him; his father says:


My child is at the mercy of the waves

but I hope that the Lord of the Universe

the kind Master, took you.



In one song a woman wishes she were sailing across to the Otherworld with her sweetheart; he is:


In the land of glens, bens and passes

birds on branches and deer baying.



Such a vision of the afterlife, where a man may join the clan leaders in engaging in warfare, feels distinctly pre-Christian.

Sometimes the mourner faces more than one loss in the same accident. For women awaiting the return of their menfolk, feelings of anticipation change to concern and then growing anxiety, as they stand on the shoreline peering out to sea.


I’d make white tweed for you

Woollen thread as thick as a rope

I’d make for you feathered slippers

My love, my special one of all men

My love the hunter of the birds

Earliest home across the wide channel.



In this small community, the crew of a boat which is awaited will contain not just a husband or a sweetheart, but quite probably a brother, a son or a father:


What caused me to draw the ashes

And to scatter them on the field

Is that the men are absent with no news of them.

I am bereft of joy or pleasure

Sitting on the floor of the glen,

My eyes often shedding tears.



Doubtless a good deal has been lost in translation. It has been said that English is a good language for sending a telegram or cursing and swearing in, ‘but it’s no good at all for poetry or devotion’.12

Characterising the St Kildans

In the St Kilda literature, what is striking is the clash of generalisations. Collectively, the people are characterised by turns as intelligent or none too bright, innocent or worldly, grasping or generous, lively or dour. They are capable of begging or theft, or they are scrupulously honest. They lock their doors, but apparently they don’t really need to. Their lives are ‘wretched’ – or they are better off than most other Hebrideans. The men come across as incorrigibly idle – although they do put in long night shifts at the loom. The islanders are fascinated and intrigued by novelties; but they may also be repelled by them, or too ‘conformist’ or set in their ways to respond positively to introduced ideas. The same goes for practical skills. They are ‘judicious husbandmen’, or alternatively rather poor agriculturalists. They aren’t good at handling boats – except when they are highly impressive seamen.13 They aren’t very interested in fishing – although sometimes they are highly successful at it. They are poor woodworkers – except, perhaps, when making or maintaining intricate tumbler-locks, or improvising coffins from the serendipity of driftwood.

‘Left to themselves’, declared the geographer David MacGregor, the St Kildans ‘evidently tended to procrastinate and dally’.14 However, we might care to recall that, according to Sands, a party which went to Boreray, fearing that a house mouse in someone’s baggage might be a pregnant female, dismantled no fewer than seven cleits in order to destroy it.15 Such a concern for biosecurity was only rivalled in later years, by the ‘de-ratification’ protocols on Hirta’s twentieth-century radar station base (the operative syllable is ‘rat’). The naturalist Frank Fraser Darling believed that what was frequently viewed as ‘laziness’ was therapeutically necessary in a part of the globe where the seasons cycle so dramatically between extremes of light, warmth and physical comfort. The ‘social crime’ of doing nothing, he wrote, ‘is an art which reaches its zenith in the sun and laziness of the northern June’.16

Several visitors found St Kildan women strikingly beautiful. Perhaps the palm goes to Rev. James Christie of Carlisle, Moderator of the Synod of the Presbyterian Church of England, whose old man’s heart was gladdened when he visited Hirta in August 1905. ‘Some of the young women were Madonnas,’ he wrote. ‘I have half a dozen women in remembrance, every one of whom walked in beauty. I saw women between 40 and 50 years of age, brunettes who, owing to their stock and the safe mild airs of the Gulf Stream, had not a single wrinkle on their faces, while one young woman, Christina MacQueen, 21 years of age, was a perfect Venus de Milo.’ Her older sister, the ground officer’s wife, was even prettier, according to the teacher. Perhaps the old clergyman’s views should command respect; in earlier days he had been ‘a great pedestrian and cyclist’, travelling around the greater part of Europe during his holidays and contributing ‘racy articles’ to local newspapers.17 Christie also said that the islanders’ socks and gloves were ‘even finer and softer in texture than those to be seen in Shetland’. Three years earlier, the texture and character of such socks had been described as ‘about equal to that of a horse rug’.18

Visitors did not hesitate to indulge their own prejudices; a few, like Henry Brougham or Robert Connell, couldn’t resist the temptation to adopt a patronising, facetious tone. To more than one visitor the ‘natives’ seemed like ‘a group of overgrown children, with all their virtues and their vices’; one felt that ‘the grown men and women are as children’.19 Such stereotypes were the legacy of a brief encounter. Often revealing more about their authors than about the islanders, they were essential for the maintenance of condescension. There were, however, some visitors who were sympathetic and open-hearted. And the longer they stayed, or the more frequently they returned, the more they liked and respected the St Kildans. People who spent more than a few hours on Hirta tended to become more interested in describing the people’s lifeways.

We don’t have to choose between contrasting generalisations, which are often half-truths reflecting different facets of reality. Collectively, St Kilda’s visitors provide us with the observations, remarks and anecdotes which allow us to work around the canards. As we think about these people, we need to imagine a woman who could laugh and joke as she danced in a tub of urine and also expect to be taken seriously when quoting gobbets from the Bible. One morning, a man might express himself passionately and at length at the mód. In the afternoon he might find himself isolated in mid-air, surrounded by cackling birds, suspended several hundred feet above the waves. Perhaps we need to remember too that the islanders thought nothing of taking a puffin off a nest containing young birds, tying its wings together, strapping up its beak, and giving it to children to beat with sticks and chase around for hours.20

The possibility of an island

Many who have written about their visit to Hirta have recalled the sensory overload of first encounter, the scene which greeted them on arrival, the heightened sense of expectation on approaching and entering a new world. The islanders tended to greet the arrival of strangers with curiosity and anticipation; but they were also opportunistic and wary. Off-comers were not always well behaved or respectful. In 1696 visiting seamen had disgusted people by working on the Sabbath; they took away some cattle and proffered only ‘a few Irish copper pieces’ in return. They offered women money to have sex with them.21 The year before, visiting seamen went egg-collecting without asking permission; one of them took off his breeches to carry away the loot. Above them, furious islanders made their point by dislodging rocks. The seamen took flight, abandoning the eggs and also the trews, which survived as a memento of the St Kildans’ victory.22

Nobody knew what the arrival of an unfamiliar ship might portend: pirates, slavers, a press-gang? In 1744 and 1759 British ships were captured off St Kilda by French privateers; one was ransomed for £80.23 It is said that during the Napoleonic Wars a young islandwoman, Marion Morrison, fell in love with a visitor. When he returned to claim his bride, the islanders assumed that his ship contained a press-gang, and took to their hidey-holes in the screes. As noted previously, a few years later Marion composed a poignant song as she yearned for her lost admirer.24 Around 1840 a suspicious brig was hanging around the islands. When Neil Mackenzie approached it, he discovered that the crew were Spanish and ‘armed to the teeth’.25 In the summer of 1845 the people of St Kilda were rumoured to have been taken away by pirates to be sold as slaves – a story taken seriously enough for the revenue schooner Prince of Wales to be sent to investigate. All was well; the islanders were delighted to get their hands on fresh supplies of tobacco.26

Most of the people of Hirta could only imagine the outside world, piecing together scraps from translated and sometimes misunderstood conversations with strangers. Donald Ferguson, apparently delighted to be given the opportunity to peruse the pictures in some back-numbers of the Daily Mirror, talked of ‘the great shadow land of the Sassenachs’.27 The Hirteach must have feared that their ignorance of the world beyond their shores made them look foolish. Some writers enjoyed recycling stories about the reactions of islanders to novelties when travelling abroad, as they encountered for the first time the weird world beyond their own shores.28 It was Martin who started the tradition, recording their fascination with glass windows, mirrors, tapestries and – of course – trees. The culture shock was immense for one St Kildan visitor to Glasgow, who was amazed by horse-drawn carriages, wigs and women’s fashions, not to mention the mighty cathedral and the sound of church bells.29 One story (surely apocryphal) tells of a St Kildan landing on the Isle of Scalpay (Harris) by night, climbing the stair of a lighthouse and opening the door of the light-room. Silhouetted against the brilliant light was one of the keepers, spectacles on his nose, reading a newspaper. Stunned by this vision, the St Kildan asked: ‘Are you God Almighty?’ With great presence of mind, the keeper replied: ‘Yes! And who the Devil are you?’30

St Kilda’s visitors understood that they were supposed to carry gifts, which usually took the form of trinkets, sweets or tobacco. Traditional presentations of this kind took place as late as 1927. According to one account:31 ‘one of our party had, with commendable foresight, brought . . . an assortment of cheap jewellery and trinkets, and when [the bag] was opened, men and women, old and young, and children came flocking round him, eagerly awaiting the distribution with outstretched hands.’ Then came the distribution of sweets – Everton toffees, Doncaster butterscotch.

St Kilda’s more thoughtful visitors were curious, open-hearted, respectful and willing to learn. Those accustomed to command and control tended to be more judgemental. Visitors who got to know the St Kildans were impressed by their intelligence – a quality required, not to say demanded, by the diverse and exacting demands of their lifeways. Failure to achieve social harmony was a serious matter on a small island where conflict could not be averted simply by walking away. If parliamentary sessions could be acrimonious, at least they talked things through. In terms of the development of complex rules and procedures and the amount of time spent in discussion, the costs of maintaining a communitarian, face-to-face republic with aspirations to social justice were evidently high. Probably they always are. The community required a legal system which worked most of the time, and ways of dealing with strangers, which required alertness, wariness, adaptability and intuition. If these qualities were desirable in the individual, they were also essential for the collective. The islanders were sometimes criticised for their ‘conformity’ by those who did not understand why the voice of one was the voice of all, as Martin put it.32 The St Kildans rarely abandoned their communitarian ethos – which helped to reduce the incidence of conflict, provided a form of social insurance (to some extent), and ensured solidarity in the face of external threats from predatory tacksmen or boatloads of strangers.

The intelligence of the islanders did not necessarily prompt them to jettison unhelpful or outdated mindsets. Instinctive suspicion could easily translate into paranoia. Wariness might sometimes be inappropriate; it did not make them invulnerable to novel forms of exploitation. Despite the best intentions and efforts of teachers and educational pioneers, the utility of the kind of education offered by outsiders is highly debatable. In 1886, often until well after eight o’clock on Sunday evenings, unmarried islanders had to recite one of the psalms, in rotation.33 This was apparently a competitive exercise, or came to be treated as such. But why were these people taught to recite large chunks of the Bible from memory, given that they were able to read? Perhaps the Hirteach regarded reading as essentially the magic medium which enabled them to study the Bible in depth. They may not have been fully aware of its potential as a gateway to an enthralling world of ideas, experience and imagination. Ministers were quite capable of forbidding the importation of literature of which they disapproved. Perhaps one of the most telling images in St Kildan history is that of the books from Sunderland rotting on the shore in the rain.

In this far outpost of the land of the Scottish Enlightenment, any appetite for critical analysis had to be whetted within the framework of biblical study. The Free Church’s educational monopoly was absolute. The ministers Neil Mackenzie and Angus Fiddes doubled as teachers; so did John Mackay until the last six years of his ministry, when teachers were engaged on one-year contracts. When the Education Act was passed in 1872, the laird arranged for St Kilda to be exempt from its provisions, on the grounds that education was already supplied.34 Until 1898 children were taught in the church, making education almost implicitly an act of worship. From 1906 missionaries’ wives were usually involved in teaching.35 The level was kept basic. As elsewhere (and arguably as now), education for the lower classes was often regarded instrumentally, as a practical necessity and an opportunity for instilling social and political discipline. The political awareness which the islanders displayed in the late nineteenth century owed little to their formal education.

It may seem that the St Kildans’ reward for creating a viable and largely self-sufficient community 40 miles out in the Atlantic Ocean was perpetual exploitation by the MacLeods and their nameless predecessors – and that John Sands’s trenchant if impolite critique of Dunvegan’s management in the 1870s hit the nail on the head. In writing this book, I’ve been interested in the islanders’ resistance to the demands of stewards and factors down the centuries. In commenting politically on this continuous fiscal contest, we have to admit that St Kilda’s absolute independence is a historian’s pipe dream; it’s hard to imagine that the islanders yearned for such a state. Ultimately, the relationship between the ‘laird’ and this remote island community was one of mutual albeit ill-balanced dependence, sometimes as fraught or resentful as one might expect in the circumstances, and coloured in recent centuries by a degree of hypocrisy and insincerity. The factor’s visit could become a tussle for advantage, often masquerading as something else.

 Once an island community has been incorporated into the predation network of a hierarchical society equipped with serviceable, well-crewed ships, any self-generated ‘insular’ culture of the kind envisaged by old-fashioned archaeologists will be obliged to make the necessary adaptations. For much of known history, the islanders’ self-sufficiency always depended on intermittent contact with the outside world if they were to receive a continuing supply of essential raw materials, finished artefacts or necessary ‘luxuries’. However, it’s also true that in the long term those who sought to take a cut of the islanders’ produce needed to invest at least to a minimal degree in the island’s economy. The islanders were quite good at losing their communally owned boats, owing to a combination of climate, lack of maintenance and carelessness. However, re-supply does not seem to have been much of a problem;36 probably used vessels from other places were often re-designated to spend their final years in the archipelago. What happened when Martin hitched a ride to St Kilda in 1697 is deeply symbolic. Although sorning had been illegal for several decades, the steward still brought his demanding retinue; at the same time, the wife of the ground officer received a present of indigo (probably imported to Britain by the East India Company) to make a dye for textiles.37

The mutuality of the relationship between the island community and those who seek to profit from its ultimate vulnerability must temper visions of the island culture as ‘insular’, characterisations of Hirta as ‘isolated’, and depictions of the islanders as culturally (and perhaps materially) ‘impoverished’. When (or if) there was no political hegemony of the type prevalent in recorded history, it’s likely that there were more relaxed interchanges between the islanders and their faraway neighbours. Visitors to St Kilda would always have fared better than the young herons from the Western Isles, who sometimes flap their wind-buffeted way out to the archipelago in search of new territories. Only a few survive to make a return flight.

The flowering of Hirta

By 1910 the St Kildans had come a long way. When Major Colquhoun commented on the departure of Angus Fiddes,38 he castigated them for their ingratitude, mercenary attitudes and ‘greed’ (usually someone else’s vice). But he also argued that they had long wanted to be free of the ‘interference’ (as he put it with remarkable frankness) of both manse and laird. With the departure of Fiddes in 1902, they had finally achieved their objective. This was a perceptive insight. In the twenty-eight remaining years after Fiddes left, no missionary stayed very long, and the touch of the Free Church was lighter. The aging laird wanted rid of these islands; at one stage he offered them to Alec Ferguson.39 The St Kildans of the Edwardian era were now able to sell their products to the factor, to tourists and to Ferguson, their unofficial consul in Glasgow. In the final decades, communications were far from perfect. However, trawlermen and whalermen helped; for a while there was also the radio provided by the Daily Mirror. When the people ran low on provisions early in the year, as they so frequently did, an appeal for help usually elicited a response.

There was never a master plan for reform; rather, the people as a community groped their way towards the gradual betterment of their material condition. Theirs was a twin-track success. Through hard work and ingenuity, they became a community of weavers whose tweed was in demand throughout the kingdom, replacing feathers as their most famous export; it was only from the estate’s viewpoint that Hirta was no longer ‘paying its way’.40 In earlier times the islanders had occasionally attempted to trade independently. The Dargavel’s two unsuccessful voyages in the early 1860s were by no means the first of their kind; in the early nineteenth century there had been regular trading trips to the Long Island, ‘to dispose of that part of their wool, feathers and cheese not required for the payment of their rent’.41 If the Hirteach were largely pinioned by the laird’s monopoly, they were no strangers to the idea of ‘free enterprise’. After the first summer steamer turned up in 1877, they took full advantage of the tourist trade.

At the same time, they learned to pull on certain levers in order to seek reform, employing diverse means to pursue their objectives – some open, some more devious. They sent petitions to the laird, the government and the monarch; they put pressure on the factor. In late winter and spring they frequently made appeals for resupply – appeals which some regarded as not strictly necessary. They withheld rents; sometimes they threatened to emigrate. Their greatest coup, getting rid of Rev. John Mackay, was rewarded by the arrival of the energetic and practical Angus Fiddes.

In becoming conscious of the possibility of reform, Britain’s most remote community was not alone. In the late Victorian era the power of landed aristocrats was waning.42 In the Edwardian era their darkest fears were expressed in Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows, in which Mr Toad’s large country house is seized by proletarian revolutionaries, a band of stoats, weasels and ferrets. In 1884 the Representation of the People Act extended the franchise. Britain was moving, albeit slowly, towards democracy and the establishment of a welfare state. On the eve of the Great War, the community on Hirta was in much better shape than it had been in the 1880s. The war cast a long shadow, dealing a blow to the trade in tweed and eroding the islanders’ confidence in their traditional culture. We will never know how differently things might have turned out if it had never happened.

Light and shade

During the Great War, the presence of a military detachment gave the St Kildans a more serious taste for modernity. They had long admired what the tourists wore, the wonders depicted in magazines, the things which emerged from the luggage of teachers and missionaries, what they saw on boats and ships, or discovered when they went away to work in Glasgow. In Martin’s day, the islanders were already addicted to tobacco.43 A hundred years later, they had adopted a habit more usually associated in those days with the upper echelons of society – taking snuff. They had proper snuff-boxes made of cows’ horns, closed by a leather flap at the narrow end; they ground tobacco leaves on the querns which produced their oatmeal, and they liked to add a little aniseed to the mix.44 In 1883 a St Kildan girl was observed standing behind a female tourist and ‘minutely examining the beads and trimmings upon her jacket’.45 In 1879 a party of visitors included a piper from Lochboisdale, who accompanied the ladies from the boat as they performed Scottish dances on terra firma (the crossing had evidently been smooth). ‘The younger females came close to the dancers and leant forward with anxious gaze lest a single movement should escape their keen eyes.’46 Visitors liked to encourage and witness the enculturation of the islanders; wouldn’t it be fun to see them eating apples, watching a film for the first time, thrilling to a display of fireworks,47 or fascinated by a musical box or a wind-up gramophone?48

Probably the people of Hirta never really understood how fashionable the name of St Kilda had become. However, they knew their community had become an object of interest and concern in the outside world. Those who disembarked at Village Bay (who included ships’ crews and trawlermen) came from every level of society. The islanders’ quality of life and the range of their knowledge was enhanced by disjointed and serendipitous friendships with men from trawlers and whaling ships, and later with those who supervised their task of scanning the seas for U-boats. Such friendships often had to negotiate a language barrier. The influence of the fraternity of the sea is implicit in St Kilda’s history, I feel, and it is unfortunate (although understandable) that it does not feature much in the literature.

As Lord of the Flies and Animal Farm have reminded us, the communitarian ethos does not necessarily protect small-scale societies from civil strife or tyranny. This was as true of St Kilda as elsewhere (and I suspect that here too the literature has its limitations). Although witchcraft is not much mentioned, it was probably just as prevalent on Hirta as elsewhere – perhaps more so. The practice of witchcraft, the sticking of pins into a wax image and so on, would have been a trivial, almost routine matter. Belief in its potency could create a contagion of fear and paranoia, intensified at times of food stress, of social discord, of pain and loss.

A few individuals paid a high price for the solidarity of the St Kilda community. There were no inquests into events which took place at some point before Neil Mackenzie’s time, when two immigrants who married into the community were executed for alleged espionage. When it came to relations with the outside world, the islanders could not afford to be sentimental. In Martin’s day, although the practice of sorning had become illegal, they were still required to provide several weeks’ keep for the hungry retinue of the steward, with whom the ground officer had to haggle every year. The ancient measuring-tub came out, and the ell-rod. Feathers had to be plucked and bagged, congealed fulmar oil had to be re-liquified by the dangerous expedient of boiling it. The demands of the steward were not necessarily fixed or easily managed. His was the age-old face of exploitation, and the inhabitants of a small and distant island were potentially vulnerable to his exactions.

On stereotyping: a conundrum

Although the conflict of contradictory stereotypes is entertaining in a certain sense, we need to remember that stereotyping is a critical element in the formation and spread of forms of prejudice which have led to some of the most shameful episodes in human history, and still do. There’s a conundrum here. In this world there are strong differences between human communities, in terms not only of institutions and cultural practices, but also of mindsets, values and attitudes. We may reject crude stereotypes, but we also often acknowledge that there is ‘something in them’. In terms of common humanity, the people of St Kilda may have been much the same as those of anywhere else. However, as some mid twentieth century anthropologists recognised, it’s illuminating to explore the ‘personalities’ of different peoples and communities, to reveal the resilience and creativity of our species as these qualities reveal themselves in different cultures. It’s not possible to write about the Hirteach without forming a view of their ‘mentality’, their cultural attitudes, what was normal for them and what was strange. I cannot help sensing a certain cultural atmosphere, which will have been different from elsewhere. In that sense, working with generalisations, or at least general expectations, is unavoidable. How can I convey a sense of this people’s shared feelings and values without stereotyping them? I hope that the anecdotes to be found in this book have helped the reader gain a sense of the vitality of the Hirteach, the diversity behind the conformity.

Retrospect

Ever since people first wondered whether it would be possible to reach the archipelago by boat, or scoured Hirta looking for potter’s clay, St Kilda has made demands on the ingenuity and creativity of anyone wishing to stay there for more than a few hours. Visiting this remote community must always have been a challenge – and afterwards a source of travellers’ tales to while away wild winter nights, widening the eyes and stretching the imagination of those who had never braved the crossing. In no way inhibited by not having been there, poets, dramatists and myth-makers painted a picture of an idyllic society across the sea, untroubled by the hard face of reality. In the late nineteenth century, when tourists arrived in numbers, disillusion spawned a contrary illusion; some discovered not utopia but rather dystopia. At the same time, the etymologically misleading and mysterious name of St Kilda was acquiring stardust.

Despite their painstakingly constructed communitarian society, the people of Hirta could not escape damaging schisms. The one which led to the demographically disastrous departure of one-third of the population in 1852 was created in an atmosphere of excessive and sometimes manic religiosity. Obsessional Bible study revealed the Devil in the detail. A century and a half after Norman the Wicked had exiled their ancestors, the islanders were still hobbled by their laird’s trade monopoly. Add neonatal tetanus and the poisonous consequences of gossip and scandal during a time of pusillanimous religious leadership, and it’s not hard to locate the nadir of recent St Kilda history in the year when the famous parliament photograph was taken. However, 1886 was also a year of hope and promise. The franchise was widening, progressive ideas were on the march. Change seemed possible, whether induced by subversive activity or more formal political action. Briefly, the islanders enjoyed their own belle époque. In a certain sense St Kilda’s history was more triumph than tragedy.

History is always open to re-interpretation and fresh thinking. There should always be something to discuss, something to argue about. Future historians may well form views different from those expressed here. Whatever they conclude, I cannot help feeling that when the last thirty-six islanders sailed away on the Harebell, on the last Friday in August 1930, something rather special died.
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