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Introduction


I’m writing this by the window of a house at the sea front in Stein, a settlement on the western side of Skye’s Waternish peninsula. Out over the water, at the edge of the bay, are three small uninhabited islands that from here appear to merge into one. All grass-topped, the nearest, at the seaward end of Loch Dunvegan, is Isay; the others are Mingay and Clett. Beyond them is the Little Minch, the stretch of sea that separates Skye from the Outer Hebrides. Lining the horizon lies North Uist, the last-named readily identified by the long triangular shape of Eaval, at over 1,130 feet (347 metres) its highest hill.


Islands mesmerise and intrigue me. They have since I was a very young boy. One in particular, the subject of this book.


I bought Isay Cottage a few years ago. As a Scottish historian, I rather liked the idea of spending time writing in a terrace that dated back to 1790, when the British Fisheries Society decided to lay out a fishing village here. Stein – known to the Society as Lochbay – was one of two villages planned by the Dumfriesshireborn civil engineer Thomas Telford.


Stein, however, was not one of Telford’s successes. The Fisheries Society hoped Lochbay would become one of the finest fishing ports in Europe, a sophisticated town of interlocking crescents and squares. It hardly got off the drawing board.


But from the earliest days Stein boasted an inn, although at first it was a temporary establishment. The Stein Inn nowadays is one of the busiest on Skye. When the staff are in the mood, it is one of the best. Sometimes, the very best.


One warm summer’s afternoon almost fifty years ago, towards the end of a gentle family walk to nearby Coral Beach north of Dunvegan, my cousin Stuart and I decided to go further and clamber round the steep coastal promontory of Cnoc Mòr Ghrobain that separates Loch Dunvegan from Stein’s Loch Bay. The plan was for my father to pick us up from Fairy Bridge, four miles up the road from Stein. The terrain was rough, and we were longer than anticipated. A stickler for punctuality, my father had driven off. As this was long before mobile phones, we had to wait somewhere obvious and hope someone would come and collect us. The Stein Inn made sense. It was nearby, and we were hot and tired. As both of us had turned eighteen, we could even have a pint. It was then that Stein began to work its magic. And not only the beer. Over the following years I came back, with friends, family, my two wives (in sequence, with several years in between), and children; with its low ceilings, unplastered, rough-hewn, but stoutly built stone walls, open fire and generously portioned, unpretentious bar meals, it breathed warmth, and welcome.


But there was something else that took me to Stein.


It was partly an act of homage to the couple who first led me here. They were my Uncle Len and Aunt Margaret. After spending almost twenty remarkable years trying to make a living on the island of Pabay, off the coast of Skye’s south-eastern corner, they had just sold up and moved to the village of Edinbane, some six or seven miles from Stein. It was Len who had suggested the expedition to Coral Beach.


My connection with Stein became even closer some years later. My uncle had died, and Auntie Margaret (as I then knew her) was now remarried. She had left Edinbane, to live first in a caravan and then a croft house along the road to the west of Stein. This was at the far end of Hallin, the unevenly strung-out line of houses that sit beneath the hilltop dun that gives the settlement its name.


Whenever I could, I visited the wee craft room where she beavered away on her knitting machine. I relished the warmth of her hospitality and admired her stoicism – her life had never been easy – and boundless positivity. For people she liked, she was a loyal, lifelong friend. She was also a shrewd judge of character, so it was both instructive and entertaining to hear her deliciously disparaging assessments of those who had disappointed her. I owed her a great deal, above all for her love and support when I was growing up – she was a kind of surrogate mum – but also during a difficult period when my own mother was hospitalised in Glasgow and dying. Over the years, Margaret and my mother, Evelyn, delighted in swapping patterns and magazines – Stitchcraft was one I remember – both devoted to knitting, sewing and making things. The lower the cost, the greater their joy.


It was during one of these conversations with my aunt that we joked about the prospect of me writing about her Pabay years.


Later she moved again, to Geary, high on the north-eastern edge of the Waternish headland, where she could look out over the Ascrib islands to Uig, and the Trotternish district of Skye. It was here, towards the end of her life, that I assured her that I’d write what we’d talked about earlier; her time on Pabay.


* * *


Pabay is a small, almost diamond-shaped island that lies just two and a half miles off the small, bustling village of Broadford, in the parish of Strath, south Skye. It is even closer to the coastal townships of Harrapool, Waterloo and Lower and Upper Breakish.


The island is only a mile across, and walking round its three-mile coastline of rough ground, bog, cliff, rocky outcrops, coves, sandy stretches and shingle used to take less than a couple of hours. The land area only amounts to 360 acres (145 hectares). Even so Pabay fills the edge of Broadford Bay, for which it acts as a kind of breakwater when the wind’s coming from the north. But it is very low-lying – pancake-like, in some descriptions, when seen from the road to Heaste and the hills around Broadford.


From the old L-shaped jetty at Broadford from where most visitors to Pabay cross, Pabay looks welcoming. Easily picked out are a small whitewashed block of housing and the main farm buildings. Visible too, near the highest part of the island, are a couple of lines of straggling pine trees, originally planted as shelter belts.
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Pabay’s highest point is 89 feet, or 27 metres above sea level. Despite being windswept, from spring onwards Pabay is green and fecund-looking. It contrasts starkly with Beinn na Caillich, the conical, steep-sloping, glacier-scraped, stone-covered, cairn-topped, 2,400 foot (732 metre) high Red Cuillin that towers – and often glowers – over Broadford, its bay and islands. To the west of Pabay is the bulkier island of Scalpay. Lying off Scalpay’s east side, and north of Pabay, is the small, rocky rump of Longay. Further east, and northwards, are the Crowlin islands. Beyond them in the far distance is the rugged mountainous peninsula of Applecross, in Wester Ross.


* * *


I don’t remember the first time I set foot on Pabay. According to my deceased parents’ time-worn, cracked-backed photograph albums, in which small, now fading black and white pictures were carefully placed, and then labelled by hand, it was in 1951. I was three.


For most of the years afterwards until the family left, I was on Pabay for at least part of what would soon become my school holidays – Easter and summer mainly, with the occasional Christmas trip. So keen was I to get to Pabay that I was barely into my teens when I began to make the occasional journey on my own. Bus from the outskirts of Glasgow to Queen Street railway station, where I’d catch the early morning train to Mallaig. From there I’d walk down to the pier for a ferry that would take me to Armadale, in the south of Skye. Thereafter another bus, to Broadford. There, bag in hand, I’d hasten down the short, sloping lane to the old jetty where I’d catch a whiff of the warm peat smoke from Rory McGregor’s shoreside cottage. Paddington Bearlike, I’d then wait, hoping that someone on Pabay had seen me and would come over to pick me up. I was never let down.


Whether on my own or, when I was younger, with my parents, my sense of anticipation as we left the shelter of Broadford’s squat jetty was intense. Usually, Len’s boats were open, although some had a foredeck that provided some shelter. Suddenly I’d feel the blow of the cooler breeze off the open sea brush my face. The heavier swell and breaking waves of the rougher sea that I recall us crunching into as soon as we left the immediate confines of Broadford Bay beyond Rubh’ an Eireannaich – Irishman’s Point – did little to suppress my excitement, albeit mingled with just a stab of apprehension. The sharp showers of sea spray that soaked us were fun at first, but there were occasions when the waves were so high that there was nothing to see but the next one looming high ahead. Any unease I felt was short-lived. After a mile or so came the comforting sight of the tall red iron perch that marked the first of Pabay’s treacherous rocks, which also made for calmer water, especially if the wind was blowing from a northwards direction. Once past the perch – which was always on the left or starboard side (to go to the other side of the perch was asking for trouble) – appearing to grow larger as we got closer were the family’s small grey harled cottage and, nearby, the farm steading.


Harder to spot, but adding further elation when I managed it, was the smaller, rusting, black-painted perch that stood at the end of Pabay’s long, sloping rubble-built jetty. We were nearly there. If I was lucky, I’d see one or more of my cousins scurrying down the shore-side track that led to the jetty to greet the incoming boat. Or the red Ferguson tractor moving in the same direction, its driver – sometimes Uncle Len – ready to offload stores from the boat and transport them to the house or barn. The crossing rarely took even thirty minutes.


From the jetty there is an open, rough, three-yard-wide, quarter-milelong track that led to the cottage and farmstead. From here there’s another track running north-east across the island to a small, shell-rich beach – for centuries a natural fertiliser for Pabay’s farmers.


The larger, north-west portion of the island is considerably more cultivable than the south-eastern third, which is wetter and mainly peatland. Beyond the farm buildings the coastline on the west side of the island is flatter and low-lying beneath what is a grass-covered raised beach. Rockier, with higher cliffs indented by a series of coves, is the island’s long eastern edge. Then, approaching the jetty again, the land levels out. With a burn running down to the shore, this is where there are the remains of an ancient chapel, a small burial ground and what’s left of the stone walls of the houses belonging to what was a small settlement – marked ‘Pabba’ on ground described as arable on old Macdonald estate maps – that has been deserted since the mid-nineteenth century.


* * *


What I can remember more acutely are the leavings, the fond farewells. The sight of the beacon at the end of the jetty on Pabay getting smaller, along with anyone who’d come to wave us off, as the boat picked up speed. Leaving Pabay, even after a short stay, induced wrenching emotional pain that stretched beyond language, an intensity of feeling I’d later associate with unrequited love, or with missing someone I’ve loved dearly. The boat trip from the jetty on Pabay to Broadford’s pier was bad enough, although the ache of departure was eased by the excitement of the sea crossing – especially if it was rough. Being allowed to steer was an even better salve. It was at the top of the steps of the old stone pier at Broadford that I’d begin to look backwards at what was gone.


True, my reaction was partly due to my mother’s fascination with Skye as the romantic refuge after Culloden of the ‘prince on the heather’, and her insistence on singing the ‘Skye Boat Song’ as we crossed by the car ferry at Kyle. Born in Aston, like many English people of her generation who reached adulthood between the wars, her scant knowledge of Scotland’s history was gleaned from the often insightful but also highly coloured travel writings of the Englishman H. V. Morton.1


Enormously popular and influential, Morton’s journey through Scotland, reported in his frequently reprinted In Search of Scotland, was shaped by the nation’s enduring myths: one of the sub-headings for his chapter on Skye, was ‘I try to keep an appointment with Prince Charlie’. Imagining I was on the bonny boat and hearing the sailors’ cry, the short sea journey on the car ferry at Kyle was for many years heart-wrenching, recent joys mingling with wisps of barely understood history; for one thing, I was taking my leave of Skye and not, like Charles Edward Stuart, on my way there. It was only later that I discovered the song had been composed by an Englishman, Harold Boulton, a century after ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ had died, a drunkard, in Rome.2 And that Jacobitism was more than one man’s tragedy but instead a movement of international consequence that had come close to toppling the British state.3


But even without my mother’s sentimental overlay, I’d have felt gloomy. In the rear seat of my parents’ car or, later, when I was able to travel alone and left Broadford by bus, I’d strain my neck looking leftwards as for ten minutes or so Pabay was not only visible but loomed larger as it was closer to the shore by Breakish. In the days of the ferry at Kyleakin, before the Skye bridge was opened in 1995, there was a point on the short passage across Loch Alsh where I could catch a fleeting glimpse of the island. And one more, from the brae on the old A87 near Balmacara. And then nothing. In front was a journey from exhilaration to the grey and dullness of everyday life at home in the suburbs of Glasgow.


I was a frequent but sporadic visitor. For my cousins, leaving was more or less a weekly occurrence during the school terms, after spending weekends, weather and tide permitting, on Pabay, in the company of their parents. During the week, they boarded with Margaret’s parents in Broadford. For Stuart, it was a heartfelt trial. Many years afterwards he still associated cold, wet days ‘with the necessary trip back to school’; the weather always seemed better when travelling the other way. Nor was there much sympathy for island children on the part of the teaching staff: for Anthea, standing around on the jetty at Pabay – incongruous in her well-polished Clark’s school shoes – waiting for the tide, or for the boat’s engine to start or a fouled propeller to be cleared, the worry about ‘what Mrs MacSeen would say when we arrived late was terrible’. But it wasn’t all bad. After Broadford primary school came Portree High. Living in a school hostel during the week had its drawbacks, but few pupils had the opportunity, as Stuart did, of catching the school bus to Portree on a Monday after having brought himself across to Broadford, sometimes with his younger sister Rachel, in an outboard motor-powered dinghy.


Although I knew nothing of this at the time, leaving, and loss, have on a more profound level been recurrent themes in Gaelic verse, partly as from the mid-nineteenth century onwards so many islands were abandoned.4


Other than the journeys back to Glasgow, my recollections of times on Pabay are brim-full with bliss of the kind captured by William Wordsworth; when ‘to be young was very heaven!’ For me it was as close as I’ll ever get to paradise, which my cousins shared with me as we adventured through the days and into the evenings, and imagined ourselves as intrepid explorers, cowboy kings, marauding mariners and as water engineers when we tried, invariably unsuccessfully, to stop the tide flowing into or out of a particular rock channel on the seashore.


Rachel, Len and Margaret’s third child and a younger cousin of mine, has ‘only happy memories’: ‘paddling, returning home at night with wellingtons full of water, skimming stones, playing around on the rafts, avoiding jellyfish, pulling boats made out of wood and nails in the barn, the tool bench . . . a haven of nails and tools’. Beneath the house criss-crossing lines of rock had created what as the tide receded was a natural lagoon. Its sandy bottom and relatively shallow depth meant it was both a safe and delightful place for children (and, on occasion, adults as well) to swim and play in. Rachel recalls, too, a tranquil environment and the warmest family life imaginable, the tone set by her parents (and maternal grandparents), whose approach to their children’s upbringing was to nurture and encourage rather than pick on the negatives, which they did their best to ignore. The others say much the same. But so do most of the children of the island’s owners in the fifty years since we left, up to and including even the grandchildren of the current proprietor, David Harris.5


So many lives, particularly of the young, have been shaped by Pabay; there we were exposed to and experienced something both intense and unique, difficult to define, but impossible to shake off. Not that I’ve met anyone yet who wishes to shed the layers of Pabay memory that during their stays there they have unknowingly absorbed. Only for a very few has time on Pabay been overwhelming in a negative way – space, apartness, vulnerability and the logistics of island life are not for everyone.


Related to the positive memories are the many and varied jobs we were asked to do. If these weren’t always fun, they were usually fulfilling and gave us all a sense of self-belief, a deep-seated confidence that if we tried hard enough, we could achieve anything. Ted Gerrard, who succeeded my uncle and aunt on Pabay, said something similar in an interview with the late Derek Cooper in 1976: when they arrived, his children were ‘moving at half speed’; five years later they were ‘quicker, more agile’ and standing on their own two feet.6


Without realising it, we were being invited to take on just a bit of the responsibility that living on an island imposes: the fact that you’re on your own, and in the end have to depend on your own abilities and resourcefulness. Islands, as Mairi Hedderwick has observed, are made up of communities ‘carving out livelihoods with limited resources and supply chains’ – what she calls the ‘sea in-between’, a recurrent theme of this book.7 Pabay has made those of us who spent any time there, what we are: a bit more capable, stronger.


* * *


Len and Margaret lived on Pabay full-time for the best part of two decades, from 1950. But they hadn’t been born there, or on Skye. They had come from the English Midlands. The Birmingham area. Flat. Over 100 miles from the nearest seashore, and many more from Scotland’s lochs and mountains.


Yet, late in 1949, four years after the end of the Second World War, they upped sticks to relocate 500 miles north in a very different environment. To Pabay.


In so many respects they were venturing into the unknown. If it wasn’t exactly an alien world, it was unlike the one they were leaving behind. Gaelic was still widely spoken on Skye. They knew not a word of it. Pabay was uninhabited and had been since before the end of the war. Not quite desolate, but deserted. There was no telephone, or electricity. The only habitation was a small, compact, stone-built, slate-roofed shepherd’s cottage of the ‘improved’ kind that became standard in the Highlands from the later eighteenth century onwards.8 Two rooms downstairs, one of which was a kitchen – a small dairy off, and two bedrooms fitted into the roof-space. It had no internal water supply or toilet facilities. To speak with any other adult human beings, they would have to make a sea crossing to mainland Skye in a small boat – after they had acquired one that is – and learned to handle it in sea conditions of which neither of them had any experience.


All this was in stark contrast to land-locked Birmingham. The city had been growing rapidly and was home to well over a million people. Hall Green, the district where my uncle had lived during much of the war, during which it was heavily bombed, was the most densely populated part of the sprawling conurbation.


The Whatleys were certainly not the first family from England to have moved to Skye. Those who came before, however, were more often than not affluent members of the upper middle class. Unlike Pabay’s previous three owners, they were neither captains of industry or commerce, nor owners of an extensive estate. For the previous owners, island proprietorship was an add-on, somewhere to be enjoyed during the summer months or the autumnal shooting season, their every need catered for by estate employees who ranged from gamekeepers to domestic servants. Len’s and Margaret’s intention – they had no choice – was to live on Pabay permanently, on their own, and make it pay.


Nor did they have much in common with the people who had owned Pabay before it became a place of recreation. These were, respectively, the Macdonald and Mackinnon families, descendants of the clans of the same name who between them had for centuries owned virtually all of the land in south Skye.


But neither was Len a crofter. Crofters, holders of the ubiquitous, diminutive, usually rectangular-shaped lots of land in the townships that skirted the shore across the short sea channel that separated them from Pabay, struggled to eke out a living. Len was – or hoped to be – an island farmer. A smallholder, with much fewer than 100 acres of cultivable ground. For his and Margaret’s first two children, who attended the primary school over the water in Broadford, the distinction was – at first – a cause of some friction. Perceptions of difference on the part of incomers, even if they have little foundation, can be exploited by those members of the host community who feel most strongly any threat to the world as they have known it.


This, then, is not another fondly told story of Western Isles crofting, although crofters appear from time to time. But not as they did in Aberdeen’s Press & Journal in August 1963 – when Len Whatley was Pabay’s resident proprietor. A minister from Dorset and his two sons on a rowing expedition out of Broadford had got into trouble. The trio’s boat had been blown ashore on Pabay, where they were ‘given shelter for the night by crofters’.9 No they weren’t.


In a very real sense, Len and Margaret were running against the grain, not by visiting Skye – tourists had become increasingly numerous between the two world wars – but by staying.10 For over a century the island’s indigenous people had been leaving, most of them reluctantly, although some – their spirits drained by years of unrelenting poverty and beckoned by the brighter lights of the city or of a better life abroad – clamoured to go. The drift away would carry on for some years yet.


By the 1970s the outward flow from Skye had been checked. What had happened on one small island off Skye of course hadn’t changed history, but Len and Margaret played their part in stemming the tide.


There were occasions during their years on Pabay when the number of people living there more or less permanently rose to over a dozen, while with casual workers and visitors there could be well over twenty. Nothing like this had been witnessed there for well over a century – the early 1840s to be precise, before the devastation wreaked by the potato famine.


If they had come to Skye in the 1960s their move could have been put down to fashion. As the narrator in William Wall’s recent award-winning novel, The Islands, observes, by the end of that decade, ‘the world had fallen in love simultaneously with two incompatible mistresses – self-sufficiency and conspicuous consumption’.


The search for the former was part of the ‘rural repopulation’ of the north-west of Scotland, as growing numbers of people turned their back on urban life. Many of those who moved were Englishborn, as Len was. However, at the end of the 1940s and during the 1950s this was a trickle compared to the much stronger in-rush of migrants to Scotland that took place from the 1970s. The scale of in-migration stoked fears about the ‘Englishing of Scotland’.11 So called ‘white settlers’ were accused of taking the country’s top jobs or, as well-off retirees, buying property in Scotland’s countryside and villages, edging locals out of the housing market and, subsequently, from the communities in which they had been born and bred.12 This created such alarm that what had for centuries been a largely dormant sentiment in Scottish society – anti-Englishness – burst into the public arena in the 1980s and 1990s in the form of ethnic nationalist organisations such as Siol nan Gaidheal (Seed of the Gael), Settler Watch and Scottish Watch.


Len and Margaret were fortunate; they arrived before most of this. They were ahead of the curve, pioneers rather than disciples. And anyway, only one of them was English. Margaret had been born in Edinburgh. Her mother, Margaret Heggie, was a Fifer. Nor, as we’ve seen, did Len or Margaret have anything like the kind of financial resources conjured up by the connotations associated with ‘white settler’ colonialism. Altogether absent too were any traces of the social superiority commonly associated with middle- and upper-class English incomers. If their accents marked them off as different, or caused offence, it was that they sounded English rather than posh; theirs were not the ‘clipped voice[s] of . . . the English ruling class’ that had reverberated around the dining rooms and bar areas in Skye’s hunting lodges and hotels during the summer and autumn months in the 1920s and 1930s.13


In taking on Pabay, they were forcing nobody out – the island was uninhabited.


* * *


I didn’t keep my promise to my aunt while she was alive. She died in 2005. Yet from time to time I would find myself wondering how – if at all – I could keep my word. What became apparent to me was that if I were to do justice to her, and her life with Len on Pabay, this would best be done within the context of the island’s longer history. There would be risks associated with writing about just one family, even if, to quote one enthusiastic journalist from 1965, the Whatleys’ story ‘of how they have struggled with nature and misfortune in order to wrest a living from Pabay’s rich soil would fill a book’ and provide ‘an inspiration to all who learn of their fortitude, determination and self-reliance’.14 So true. But their achievements, of which there were many, are best revealed and celebrated – and tempered – by the knowledge of what had gone before (and what followed).


So Margaret’s story has become a history of the island. And of its relationship with the adjacent parts of Skye, including the island of Scalpay. For several decades after 1894 Pabay was part of Scalpay estate.


But it is with some trepidation that I have written it. Roger Hutchinson, the prolific and respected Raasay-based author, commentator and historian, has remarked recently that the age of ‘discovering’ the Hebrides, ‘even the smallest’ or most remote of the islands thereof, has passed. ‘Writers and broadcasters’ who attempt to do so, he opined, ‘are treading on worn footpaths.’15 Writing as long ago as 1939, in the wake of the publication of books such as Neil Gunn’s Off in a Boat, Louis MacNeice’s I Crossed the Minch and John Lorne Campbell’s Book of Barra, the Scottish nationalist – and island lover – Hugh MacDiarmid came to a similar conclusion.


The would-be island writer would be unwise to disregard MacDiarmid’s critique of the quality of much island writing: ‘the olla podrida [a Spanish stew] of old wives’ tales, day trippers’ ecstasies, trite moralisings, mawkish sentimentality, supernatural fantasies, factual spinach’, and the ‘outrageous banality which fills most books on this subject’. Publications of this ‘thrilled to be on a Scottish island’ kind, egotistical, patronising and cursory, continue to appear and, judging by their sales figures, have many admirers.


However, having heeded MacDiarmid’s warnings and bought, or borrowed, and read much of the Hebridean island literature that is available currently, I decided to press ahead. For one thing, despite the fact so many island stories have been written, Pabay’s hasn’t.


In itself this need not be the most convincing reason for devoting the time I have over the past two and a half years to preparing this book.


What soon becomes evident when reading the more serious histories of the Hebridean islands is how much they have in common. In most cases they were first inhabited by Stone Age men and women – the Mesoliths. Then came early Christian settlements, and Norse conquest, until the Lords of the Isles supplanted the Vikings. Eventually, we come to the landlord-led expulsions of people in the nineteenth century and, all too often, ongoing decline thereafter.


Nevertheless, despite such similarities, as has so often been remarked, every island is different. And no wonder. Between them the Inner and Outer Hebrides comprise over 500 islands, large (and mainly inhabited) and small (increasingly, altogether deserted).


Generalisations – even the most poetic, such as a recent description of the Hebrides as a ‘fractal scatter of rock and machair’ – cease to have meaning when individual islands are looked at more closely. Pabay’s rocks are not the rocks of the Outer Hebrides. The latter are formed of Lewisian gneiss, one of the oldest rock formations in Europe. Other than in Sleat, most of the Inner Hebridean island of Skye is underlain with younger sedimentary rocks of the Mesozoic era. There are only small patches of machair on Pabay. The elongated ellipse that is Pabay looks nothing like its nearest neighbours, Longay and Guillamon (‘a small Ailsa Craig’ is how it was once depicted), rocky protuberances mostly devoid of cultivable soil. And, therefore, more or less uninhabitable, other than for rabbits, birds or a few sheep in the summer.


Very different too is the larger, much more mountainous island of Scalpay, that lies a couple of miles to the north-west of Pabay. After landing there, on the jetty near Scalpay House a few months ago, within minutes I found myself walking along an avenue of established and still flourishing trees. The lower slopes of the hill behind the house are thickly wooded. There is even a walled garden.


It is nothing like Pabay, which is much less well protected from the elements. The quarter-mile track from the jetty to the house and farm buildings is open – as we’ve seen. Until the present century there were few trees there, at least none that were tall and straight; the most prominent was an old, low, bent-backed rowan tree in the patch of garden at the front of the former shepherd’s cottage.


Pabay is small, but this seems not to have deterred its owners and inhabitants from turning it into a viable agricultural unit. Or trying to.


Highland landlords from the nineteenth century onwards have been condemned for prioritising the gains to be had from sheep rearing over the needs of the people for adequate parcels of cultivable land and, later, for converting sheep walks into deer forests. Pabay was not immune to these revolutions in land use – although its dimensions and terrain meant it could never carry deer. However, without the interest in and commitment to the improvement of Pabay by its owners over the course of the nineteenth century, and the first half of the twentieth century, the island that Len Whatley took over would have presented an even more formidable challenge. His determination to succeed, and his tenacity in doing so in the face of innumerable obstacles, are something that as a child I was largely unaware of, and even later I only vaguely appreciated. But now, with a deeper understanding of the material facts of life – that making a living doesn’t just happen but is something one does – my admiration and respect for what he and Margaret accomplished on Pabay is close to boundless.


The case therefore for a history became compelling.


But it also presented me with new challenges.


Professionally, I have steered away from any temptation to write Highland history. I have no Gaelic. I was aware therefore that anything I wrote would be even more incomplete than all history necessarily is. Island history without a knowledge of Gaelic may be even more prone to the risk of writing superficially, as an outsider looking in. This is because of the special place islands have – and have had – in Gaelic literature, whether prose, poetry or song. For Hugh MacDiarmid, poetry was the ‘greatest product’ of the Hebrides, and too little known or comprehended, except in the shape of ‘a few vulgar misconceptions’. I am at risk of being a misconceiver.


My frustration about my linguistic inadequacy in relation to Gaelic is heightened by the knowledge that Pabay was tenanted at the turn of the eighteenth century by Lachlann mac Theàliach Òig (1665–1734), or Lachlan Mackinnon, a renowned Gaelic poet and song writer.16 The little work of the ‘Skye Bard’ which has survived, I can read only in what by comparison with the original is flat-sounding English.


Frustrating too is the telling detail I might be missing. As Alexander Robert Forbes remarked in 1923 in his Place-names of Skye and Adjacent Islands: With Lore, Mythical, Traditional and Historical, ‘Every knoll and hill almost had its name’, as did so many other of Skye’s features and places. These names, Forbes wrote, read as chapters of the history of places and ancient times, and ‘tell the tales of life’s varied experiences’.17


But there is no record of such nomenclature for Pabay, at least not published. What might have survived was partly lost in the 1870s. This was when surveyors from the Ordnance Survey decided that henceforth what had evidently been known locally as Eilean Pabba should become the anglicised Pabay – a fate suffered too by the nearby islands of Eilean Sgealpa (Scalpay) and Eilean Longa (Longay). We can infer from the surveyor’s manuscript name books that this was on the recommendation of the local minister the Rev. Donald Mackinnon whose father (who had preceded him in this charge) had immersed himself in his parish’s history. Also consulted but not necessarily heeded were James Maclean, and James Macpherson, a crofter from Harrapool, Broadford. The ‘new’ name reflected what was believed to have been the Norse derivation of Pabay – Pap-ey, the Priest’s isle.18 While the Gaelic names of burns were noted, they never appeared on the published maps. The only other traces of Pabay’s Gaelic inheritance found on OS maps nowadays are the names An Gobhlach and Sgeir Gobhlach, both of which mark and capture the sharply forked nature of the rocks that lie off the island’s southern edge. With Pabay described simply in the name book as being ‘covered with good pasture land’, the surveyors evidently concluded there was little else worth listing, other than the remains of an ancient chapel and graveyard, the former being attributed to the Culdees. We will return to this in Chapter 2.


Nor is there much first-hand evidence from earlier periods, but this applies to the West Highlands and Hebrides as a whole. Archaeological artefacts can help, but the stories they could tell are locked in, and wordless, intelligible only through inference and deduction – although done well, this can offer a believable kind of understanding.19 Later, we have some charters and family histories, and travellers’ accounts. By the time of the Restoration in 1660 the archives become much denser, and include government and administrative material, court and judicial minutes, church records, estate papers and a range of miscellaneous sources.20


But fewer of these than we would like relate to Skye. Strath in particular seems ill-served.


Even kirk session minutes are scarce, a real disappointment given the comprehensive knowledge parish ministers and elders had of those living within their bounds. Ministers such as the Rev. John Mackinnon (1786–1856) and his father and son (the Donald just mentioned) – also ministers of the same parish – were heavily involved in local affairs. They would have been familiar with Pabay’s people, including no doubt, intimate details of their faults and follies, above all their sexual misdemeanours, the staple of parish elders’ deliberations, punctiliously recorded in kirk session minute books. The one volume known to survive (for the period 1886–97), includes one such ‘scandal’ close to Pabay, but not on the island itself. An ‘improper intimacy had taken place’, it was alleged, between Ann Mackinnon, in Harrapool, and Christopher Macdonald of the same township. For ‘the sake of clearing the character of Ann’, Christopher Macdonald took the oath of expurgation before a meeting of the kirk session in Breakish school house (where Len and Margaret were to live for a time), and the matter was closed.21


Nevertheless, what there is, somewhat surprisingly given Pabay’s compactness, is an abundance of evidence relating to the island for the eighteenth century onwards. For the interested reader this material is listed in the endnotes for each chapter.


And what I have also been able to retrieve are my own memories of Pabay. I’ve been able to talk with others who’ve lived there or who are familiar with the island, and weave their stories into the narrative, as well as carrying out more traditional library- and archive-based research. The result is a history written in what for me is a new genre, a variant of what is called life writing.


* * *


Pabay as a named entity rarely appears in anything that was written prior to the seventeenth century. One of the earliest references is to ‘Pabay islet’, in an account of how the Mackinnon clan acquired what the family’s historian called ‘the magnificent property of Strath, in Skye’.


Pabay’s role in this was pivotal.


At the end of the fourteenth century, the Mackinnons’ main stronghold was Mull. Clan legend has it that the heir to the clan chiefdom had been fostered to the Gillieses, who then owned Strath. On a hunting expedition on Pabay, Gillies’s two sons fell out, fought, ‘and in the contest were slain’. Heirless, ‘old Gillies . . . became attached to young Mackinnon and [so it is reported] left him his patrimonial estates’.22


Strath remained in Mackinnon hands for more than three centuries, until the family was forced to surrender possession as punishment for the clan chief’s involvement in the Jacobites’ rebellion in support of James Francis Stuart, the so-called ‘Old Pretender’ in 1715; 150 Mackinnons may have fought against British forces at Sheriffmuir, just north of Stirling. Fervently anti-Hanoverian, Ian Dubh, by now in his mid-sixties, had no hesitation in leading 250 or more of his men into battle at Culloden in the cause of Charles Edward Stuart in April 1746. Whether anyone from Pabay was amongst these forces, and if so how they fared, is impossible to say.


On the first maps depicting Skye, which date back to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Pabay is sometimes delineated but is nameless. It was in 1664 that ‘Paba’ appears for the first time, in Joan Blaeu’s atlas, although the information for this was collected during previous decades. Thereafter, however, it disappears, even from John Cowley’s ‘New Map of North Britain with the islands thereunto belonging’, published in 1734. A few years later though Pabay was back, on James Dorret’s similarly named map of 1750, as it was, as ‘Pabuy’ on a French map of ‘des Isles Britannique’ in 1757.23


The sense this conveys, of an island that flickers in and out of history, is apposite. There are times when it approaches centre stage. On the other hand, there are long periods of silence. The following two chapters outline Pabay’s place in history, not least its role as a sanctuary for some of Scotland’s first Christians, possibly as early as the seventh century.


But for other reasons too, Pabay has attracted attention, and drawn people to it. Just why, how, and with what consequences, is what the rest of this book is about.





Chapter 1



Pabay: island revelations


Pabay had gripped the imaginations and pulled at the hearts of Len and Margaret Whatley almost from the time they first saw it. The moment was transformational. And profound in its impact. It changed their lives irrevocably. Ultimately it broke Len’s health and contributed to his premature death.


But there was an attraction about Pabay that went beyond the circumstances of particular individuals or, in this case, a couple. We will see as our story unfolds that in part this was because Pabay is an island, and islands had in the past, and still have, a certain allure.


This is true of small islands especially. Although not always. Circumstances matter. Far from offering liberation, islands have been ‘nightmarish places of incarceration’, as for example Alcatraz in San Francisco Bay, a grim, federal prison until 1963, from which no one ever managed to escape over the course of its twenty-nineyear life.1 Numerous of Italy’s offshore islands have served the same purpose, jewels in the great Mediterranean Sea only for the free. Closer to home there is the tragic instance of Rachel Chiesley, Lady Grange. Lady Grange was the feisty wife of the Jacobite Lord Grange, who had her forcibly abducted from her lavish Edinburgh home and banished to be held captive on a series of islands. Heisgeir, St Kilda (where, in torment, she was unable to sleep), Uist and then Skye, where she died and was buried. This was at Trumpan (along the road from Stein), in 1745. Penury, privation and social isolation – on the basis of her class, language and sex – were her lot for the last thirteen years of her life.2 Tranquil perhaps, but certainly no island idyll.


For those who seek out islands as refuges – from the world they have known, or in times of personal or national or global crisis – they can be dangerously seductive. The absence of other people, and inaccessibility, were amongst the attractions that led Nigel Nicolson in 1937 to buy from Compton Mackenzie, for £1,750, the Shiant Islands, which lie off the east coast of Lewis. Nicolson’s son Adam articulated his father’s motivation as a yearning for ‘that wonderful sea room, the surge of freedom which a moated island provides’.3


Island living – as opposed to short stays – can crush even the most ardent spirit. Heady imaginings clash with financial reality – the unseen price tag of ‘simple’ island life. Punctured, dreams dissolve, as the realisation dawns that the fetters of the mind are less easily left behind than the people or material clutter from which would-be island dwellers seek to get away. This is the lesson to be drawn from D.H. Lawrence’s short story of 1928, ‘The Man Who Loved Islands’, in which the main character, Cathcart, sought solace on ever smaller islands. On the last, without any human company, he found only hallucinations, madness and a lonely death.4


On a less elevated level, and more specific to Pabay was what was said by one of Broadford’s sages to the Sunday Telegraph journalist Helen Mason as she waited for the tide to allow her to cross to Pabay for an article she was writing about the Whatleys in the summer of 1967: ‘islands always look bonny – from the mainland’.5


* * *


Pabay is only one of just under 800 islands that lie off Scotland’s coastline. Yet not much less than a century ago, in 1927, the Edinburgh-based Free Church minister and Scottish Highlands and Islands enthusiast Thomas Ratcliffe Barnett singled it out as a special place – and shared his delight with weekend readers of The Scotsman.6 A dedicated solo sailor who had been ashore on many of Scotland’s islands, he treasured Pabay. It was, he wrote, a peaceful place, like ‘a mystic island in the Aegean’. Its ‘green waters’, he declared, ‘were buoyant and delirious to bathe in’. My younger cousins Rachel and Alison, and others who spent time on Pabay long after Ratcliffe Barnett’s visit, would – and did – say much the same, recalling, as we saw in the Introduction, fond memories of days spent playing around in the natural, reef-protected sandy-bottomed lagoon that lay in front of the cottage. They describe day trips and picnics at favourite spots on the island, given names like Shell Beach and Sandy Bay, or amongst the other small coves that are found between the cliffs on the east side.


Pabay, though, was much more than a secluded bathing pool. For Ratcliffe Barnett, a profoundly spiritual man, Pabay was an ‘Island of Revelations’. Early Christians who had once inhabited it, he delighted in telling his readers, had broadcast the ‘news of Christ in an age of dark deeds and pagan superstitions’. Furthermore, Pabay abounded with fossils. Their discovery and the interpretation put on them by several of Britain’s pre-eminent Victorian geologists had, for Ratcliffe Barnett, ‘shed fresh wonder on the creation of the world’. We’ll see what he meant in Chapter 10.


But in singling Pabay out, Ratcliffe Barnett was one of many people to have seen it, been enticed across, and spent time there. For centuries Pabay has intrigued, sheltered, fed and enchanted those who set foot on its shores of ‘mostly shingle and tilted rocks’.


Reinforcing the theme of Pabay’s extraordinary appeal over the centuries is the fact that it was only one of two islands to which Ratcliffe Barnett devoted separate chapters in his popular travelogue, Autumns in Skye, Ross and Sutherland, first published in 1930. The other was Handa, the bird sanctuary off Scourie in Sutherland – which he also visited more than once.


* * *


Today Pabay lies silent at the edge of Broadford Bay. Separate from mainland Skye.


It is no longer a farm where crops are grown and animals raised. Most of the time, it is now uninhabited, other than by wildlife. There are few visitors outside the holiday season. Or, even, during it, although the current owner and his family spend some days on the island every year.


To get to Pabay, you need a kayak, canoe, RIB or other small boat with a shallow draught. Or you could persuade a local fisherman to take you across, leave you for a few hours to explore, and then pick you up at the single jetty – provided the tide is reasonably high – before making the return journey.


It is only by landing there that the island’s sounds are to be heard. Birdcalls mainly. Oyster catchers if you’re there early in the summer, and many others throughout the seasons. An ornithologists’ delight.


The ceaseless churning of the sea gurgling round rocks and through rocky channels, or swashing over occasional patches of sand, shells and shingle. Or, on wilder days, colliding with and spilling over reefs, fallen drops of spattered spray providing the encore. Audible too is the wind’s faint hiss as it bends lightly the tall, thick clumps of rushes that abound now the cattle and sheep are no more, through the stands of mainly straggling trees that are the remnants of three shelter belts planted over a hundred years ago, and across the tops of some new, denser plantations.


This though is now. Pabay’s off-shore isolation is deceptive, and in historical terms is a relatively recent way of seeing the island.


It is true that some of those who have ventured there imagined – or hoped – it was over the brink, out of this world, a Shangri-La, ‘a few extra miles from civilisation’ of the kind evoked by James Hilton in his immensely popular 1933 novel, Lost Horizon. Hilton’s Shangri-La was a Tibetan lamasery, uncontaminated by ‘dance bands, cinemas and sky signs’, the antithesis of Western values, where the ageing process was slowed.


As we’ll see shortly, eremites – that is recluses of one sort or another – were probably amongst those who found their way to Pabay as Christianity spread northwards many centuries ago.


In more modern times, like many smaller islands, it has attracted its fair share of dreamers and drop-outs. We will come across some of them in this book. Len and Margaret were, in their own way, idealists; he more so. But their search was not for seclusion, but a new centre. They, like most of Pabay’s people, regardless of period, were of this world. Their aim was to make a living, raise their family and live full, enriching lives. Far from being a place of escape, Pabay demanded Len’s and Margaret’s total commitment to their new reality. The buck stopped right there: to duck it was to invite disaster.


We should be careful about the terms we use. ‘Remote’ or ‘distant’ imply being apart from somewhere more important. Yet what matters for most people is their immediate environment, the surrounding landscape and the factors that influence their daily lives. Pabay has been the here and now, home to and at the heart of the lives of men, women and children for several thousand years.


They were in the mainstream of the currents of continuity and change that have washed Skye and the Western Highlands and Islands over the centuries. Some folks have lived out their entire lives on Pabay. They were distant from events that took place elsewhere in Britain and further afield, but not disconnected, nor untouched by them. Climatic change, Christian missions, Viking invasion, clan conflict and the demise of clanship, potato famine, industrialisation, the fashion for hunting, globalisation, wars, absentee landlordism, government involvement in the Highlands, royal anniversaries and the like – even the General Strike in 1926 and the end of British rule in Africa; all have impinged in one way or other on Pabay’s people over time.


It is not just that Pabay was connected. For a long time Pabay was close to the epicentre of developments that were key to the making of what would later become Scotland. Albeit indirectly, Pabay featured as Scottish kings, most notably James VI and I (of England from 1603), and the state, sought to gain control of – and inculcate ‘civilitie, obedyence and religoun’ into – the Hebrides.7 This initiative had begun earlier, under James IV and James V. It was in 1493 that the Lordship of the Isles was annexed to the Crown, although it would be well over a century before the Western Isles could be described as settled.8 It is since then that power in the British Isles has become concentrated in the south – London in England, Edinburgh in Scotland. It was only as this process advanced that monarchs, parliaments and state agencies rendered islands like Skye – and Pabay – peripheral.


But on the local, everyday level too, Pabay has been connected in ways that at least blur the idea of an island as a place apart.


In 1751, parts of the barony of Strath Suardal (or Strathwordel, also spelled Strathordell) were sold by John Mackinnon to Sir James Macdonald. These included ‘the five double penny land of Breckish and half of Pabay’, along with land of the same value at Skulamus and ‘the other half of Pabay’.9 Not many years earlier, half of Pabay had been leased to Mary Mackinnon – along with three pennies of Breakish. The same terminology was still being used in 1925 when Pabay was disposed of as part of an island package to Sir Henry Bell, to whom we will return in a later chapter.


The terminology of leases and sasines (Scotland’s record of land transfers) from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries prompts us to appreciate that while Pabay was indeed an island, it was also an integral part of the rural economy and culture of the islands nearby – Scalpay in particular – and adjacent parts of the Skye mainland.


This invisible bridge over Broadford Bay is encapsulated by the example of Lachlan Mackinnon, the much admired ‘Skye Bard’ I mentioned in the Introduction. Born in Strath parish in 1665, Mackinnon was the son of a cadet member of the family of Mackinnon of Mackinnon. His funeral, in 1734, at Cill Chriosd in Strath was attended not only by a number of prominent clan chiefs and their retainers, but a ‘numerous’ band of Highland pipers preceded the bier, ‘playing the usual melancholy coronach’, while watching on was ‘a vast assemblage of all ranks and classes’. The significance of this for our purposes is that on his marriage to his first wife, Flora, from Harris, Mackinnon leased the farm of Breakish – to which was adjoined ‘the grazing Island of Pabbay’.10


Marriages too forged links across the water. In 1834 Charles McKinnon from Pabay married Flora Buchanan from Harrapool, a township adjoining Breakish. The following year, Neil McKinnon married Catherine Matheson. She belonged to Dunan, some few miles from Broadford, on the track to Sconser and Sligachan. Much later, in 1909, in Garngad, in Glasgow, Flora Mackinnon, who had earlier migrated from Pabay to Glasgow, where she worked as a domestic servant, married Farquhar MacPherson, who described himself as a ‘Seaman (yacht)’. He was from Lower Breakish.11


The year following, Flora gave birth to their first daughter, also in Lower Breakish. In September 1911, the couple had a son, who was born in Breakish itself. The birth was reported to the local registrar by Angus Mackinnon, Flora’s uncle – from Pabay.


The enduring interconnectedness of Pabay and the mainland of Skye is perhaps nowhere better to be seen than during the annual cycle of potato planting. In 1952 an old woman from Breakish – known only in the written record as ‘The big man Willie Macleod’s mother’ – reflected on what she was convinced had been a deterioration of spring weather. ‘March,’ she recalled, ‘was always a good month – warm and calm, and the bay would be just full of boats fetching seaweed from Pabbay.’12


As we will discover, taking seaware from Pabay for fertilising land set aside for potatoes elsewhere was not always so straightforward.


* * *


Pabay is located in Skye’s Inner Sound, south-east of Scalpay, as mentioned in the Introduction. Scalpay sits to the south of the longer and hillier island of Raasay, the most distinctive feature of which is the nearly 1,500 foot (444 metre) high, conical but flat table-topped hill of Dun Caan. Raasay is best known as the birthplace of the twentieth-century Gaelic poet Sorley Maclean, author of ‘Hallaig’, the ‘defiant, tragic . . . masterpiece of twentieth-century Gaelic literature’.13 Or, more recently, as the place where the crofter Calum MacLeod overcame officialdom’s neglect and worked tirelessly and alone, for a decade or more, constructing a two-mile road from Brochel Castle to his croft at Arnish.14


Pabay and the Inner Sound are part of what historians call the Atlantic Archipelago. This incorporates the several hundred islands that stretch from Shetland in the north, down along Britain’s west coast to reach as far south as the Channel Islands. Within the Atlantic Archipelago was a fairly distinct Scottish Atlantic island-scape. It was a maritime world from which inland Scotland was largely excluded.15


Either in its entirety or in parts of it, this was territory that was fought over. Christians, Norsemen, Manx and other sea kings, then clan Macdonald, formally Lords of the Isles from 1336, all enjoyed periods of ascendancy between the fifth and the sixteenth centuries.


There are annals that tell of large-scale destruction resulting from Viking forays in the Hebrides in the late eighth and early ninth centuries. These included Skye and, more than once, the Christian monastery on Iona. Incursions were sudden, the raiders embarking from longships. Elegant, perhaps 120 feet in length, often with carved dragons in their raised prows, and capable of carrying eighty warriors whose painted shields were battened to the ships’ sides, it is not hard to see why their victims and enemies labelled them dragon ships.16 The sea-kings’ formidable fleets of galleys inspired ‘awe and terror in enemies and allies alike’.17


The Vikings’ successors, the chiefs of the Campbells of Argyll, the MacLeans, the Macdonalds and the others further north on Scotland’s western seaboard also recognised the importance of the sea as they pursued their territorial ambitions. The Mackinnons, who, as we know already, had secured their Skye lands, including Pabay, in the fourteenth century, also had their tussles. One of these was with the Mackenzies, whom they attacked at Eilean Donan castle in 1541.18 Their preferred means of travel were the Norse-inspired, clinker-built, oar- and sail-powered galleys, and the smaller even more easily manoeuvrable birlinns of between twelve and eighteen oars.19 In these vessels the clan chiefs and their warriors fought battles or, with their sizeable retinues, called upon neighbouring chieftains in search of hospitality and entertainment – drinking, carousing, listening to their bards’ praise poetry, music-making and playing board games, including chess and throwing dice.


Some chiefs – including the Macdonalds and MacLeods of Skye – maintained facilities where they could build boats, as well as shelter and repair them. And little wonder: the first Lord of the Isles was said to have had sixty ships; some of the sea kings had even more.20 One such service centre, belonging to the MacAskills, a sept of the MacLeod clan for whom they acted as coast watchers, galleymasters and bodyguards, has recently been discovered at Rubha an Dùnain on a promontory in the south-west of Skye.21


The sea was also the great connecter. Far from cutting people off, the sea is the umbilical cord that, albeit insecurely, sustains island life. Until relatively late on it was the mainland road to Skye that presented travellers with greater difficulty than coming by water. So neglected in 1799 was the 27-mile stretch from Glen Moriston in the west to Loch Shiel (from where it was best to get a boat to Skye), that it was said to be ‘almost impassable even for a single horse’.22


It was by sea around 8,000 years ago that the first human beings on Pabay – stone-tool-using Mesoliths – got there. We’ll see how, and why, in the next chapter. And it was by sea that the devout who appear to have been on the island from around the seventh century ad mainly travelled.


After that, the Sound was for centuries part of the main sea passageway between the Northern Isles (and Scandinavia) and the south. The channel through the Sound was particularly important during the five centuries of what have been termed the Viking and late Norse eras. These commenced around ad 780, but it is likely that for several centuries prior to this Northmen – a more accurate term for Scandinavians at the time – began to attack the Hebrides, or Sudreys (Southern Isles), as they saw them. There are historians who argue that the proliferation of brochs (circular stone towers) in Shetland, Orkney and the Hebrides – including Skye – points to the need for the inhabitants of these places to have robust refuges from invaders from the north.23


Once they had crossed the nearly 200 miles of open sea from the south-west of Norway to Shetland, and then made the 50-mile sail south-west to Orkney, they could soon follow what was in effect an extended coastline down the western side of Scotland until they reached Ireland and the Isle of Man. One way south was through the Minch, in the shelter of the long islands of Lewis and Harris. This, An Cuan Sgìth (The Tired Sea), was presumably preferable to the seaway to the west of the Outer Hebrides, exposed to the longer swells of the Atlantic and higher average wave heights.24


The other route was through Skye’s Inner Sound, to the narrows of Kyleakin and Kylerhea and thereafter to the islands of Mull, Iona and Islay.25


The name Akin derives from Haakon – King of Norway in the mid-thirteenth century, who is said to have assembled his fleet of longships nearby what is now called Kyleakin (Kyle Akin), before sailing south to take part in what was called the Battle of Largs, at which he was defeated.


The importance at one time of this long watery thoroughfare is indicated nowadays by the standing remnants of a series of galley-castles sited at commanding locations, as at Duart on Mull, which overlooks the Sound of Mull, and Dunstaffnage in Lorne, which surveys the sea approach to Loch Etive. Tellingly for our purposes, the fragmentary broken tooth-like husk of one of these galley-castles – Castle Maol – stands at Kyleakin. Legend has it that it was once held by a Norwegian princess who demanded payment from mariners passing through the strait. Although the present structure has been dated to the fifteenth century, there was almost certainly some kind of fortification there beforehand.26 Another advantage of this setting was the sheltered bay alongside, ideal for warships.


Pabay is positioned some seven sea miles beyond the north end of the narrows – a highly strategic position.27 Today this is most evident when descending by car into the village of Kyle of Lochalsh on the A87 road from the east. Sitting centre-stage in the sweeping panorama of the Sound that opens up ahead is Pabay, framed, as it were, by the spectacular, crescent-shaped, single-span bridge that was opened to replace the car ferries in 1995.


Skye’s Inner Sound has also long been an important waterway across the compass, connecting the west and north-west coast of Scotland’s mainland with Skye and the Outer Hebrides. But it had a more immediate, local function too. One visitor in the early nineteenth century wrote of how the part of the Sound that separated Skye from the island of Raasay was ‘enlivened by the frequent passage of coasting vessels, and by numerous boats, employed in fishing, or in keeping up the ordinary communication between the islands’.28 At the hub was Portree, Skye’s capital town. By this time Portree was also a frequent destination for boats sailing from Glasgow and Greenock, as well as for those bound to and from Ullapool on the mainland. It was also a point of departure for vessels crossing the Minch to Lochboisdale and Lochmaddy in the Uists, Tarbert in Harris and Stornoway in Lewis.


From around the middle of the nineteenth century and for a long time into the twentieth century, passenger steamers from Glasgow, Oban and elsewhere plied this self-same stretch of calmer sea, rounding Pabay. Most sailed under the flag of the company founded by Glasgow’s David MacBrayne, and were easily distinguishable in their livery of black hulls and scarlet funnels topped by a black band. Locals in the 1900s and 1910s recalled the regularity of the Claymore, the Clansman and the Chieftain as they passed through the Sound, past Pabay, before stopping at Portree on their journeys from Glasgow to Stornoway.29 There were shorter runs too, from Mallaig to Portree.30 This daily service, provided for a long time by a paddle steamer, carried on into the 1960s. Another paddle steamer that plied the same route, stopping on the way at Kyle of Lochalsh and Broadford, was the Fusilier, which operated for around half a century, until 1938.


All changed two years afterwards, in 1940, when for the duration of the Second World War, passage through the Sound was suspended, with the two channels of Kyleakin and Kylerhea being closed other than for ‘His Majesty’s flotilla’ of the Royal Navy. Before long the narrows at Kyleakin down to Loch Duich had become an important naval base.31 Although wartime operations were scaled down after 1945, the Royal Navy and the Ministry of Defence continued to have a presence, with submarines in particular periodically coming to the surface – much to the excitement of the Pabay children. The sea area between the east of Raasay and Rona and the Applecross peninsula includes the deepest section of the UK’s territorial waters – in which fishing is prohibited, and is a testing base for British submarine torpedoes and other weapons, and for sound emissions.


Now the only regular survivor from the era when MacBrayne vessels were an everyday sight is Cal-Mac’s MV Hallaig, on the twenty-five-minute crossing between Sconser and Raasay.


MacBrayne’s though did not have a complete monopoly of the Sound’s shipping. Until the 1980s, Clyde puffers, immortalised by Neil Munro in his tales of the Vital Spark and its captain Para Handy, brought coal and heavy goods to Skye and the other islands of the Hebrides. This included Pabay, although not directly. Even with a shallow draft, landing a puffer on the island was difficult. One skipper tried to deliver supplies to the Whatleys early on, but gave up. Another, who had tried to avoid Pabay, ran aground. Consequently, Pabay’s provisions from Glasgow were unloaded at Broadford.


In short, until the last decades of the twentieth century, the ‘Road to the Isles’ was a sea route, with Skye’s Inner Sound being the mariner’s equivalent of the British motorway system’s spaghetti junction in Birmingham. The master of any vessel intent on sailing either north or south through the narrows of Loch Alsh and the Sound of Sleat had to avoid the treacherous reefs that stretched in most directions far out to sea from Pabay’s shores. Chapter 12 details the dangers that lurk beneath the waters around Pabay when the tide is high and the sea apparently benign.


For some, it is. Over the centuries the deep, more sheltered stretches of water in the Sound have attracted generations of fishermen. Off Pabay itself there are notable fishing grounds – from which Lord Knutsford over a century ago was reputed to have caught around 400 fish of various species during a four-hour session.32 This is just to the south of the area marked on Herman Moll’s map of Scotland (1714), with the comment, ‘Great quantities of Herrings cacht here’.33


Even during the 1960s it wasn’t unusual for some of us, alone or in company, to go off in a dinghy in the evening and, with long weighted lines of feathered hooks, catch forty or fifty mackerel, along with a few saithe or lythe.


In so doing, we were tapping into an age-old tradition.34 We had a sense of this in that Donald Fletcher, a Skye-born Gael whom Len employed as a general labourer, had advised us on the likeliest fishing spots, the best being off the north-west side of Pabay, on the way to Longay and with Dun Caan on Raasay dead ahead. It is only now, though, that the significance of that advice becomes clear to me, along with the reason for Fletcher’s admiration for the saithe – otherwise known as coalfish or coley. This is because I’ve now read the early nineteenth-century geologist John MacCulloch’s observation that this particular fish was ‘a most important article for the people [of Skye]; as it forms the chief part of their diet, as far as fish is concerned; while it also furnishes oil for their lamps’.35 But no longer. The Sound has been over-fished: Nick Broughton, who has been on Scalpay for more than forty years, has in recent years been out and caught nothing, his multi-hooked line splashing impotently in his boat’s wake.


* * *


If in the early twenty-first century Broadford and the former crofting townships of Harrapool, Waterloo and Breakish to the west are now where tourists stay, the vantage points from which unpeopled Pabay is mainly viewed (but rarely visited), it was not always thus.


Sarah Murray, an intrepid beaver-hat-wearing female travel writer from Kensington who visited Skye along with other Hebridean islands in 1802, described Broadford as ‘a single house at the head of a bay’. The ‘house’ was an inn. A ‘very bad one’, Mrs Murray remarked. She also warned those who might follow in her footsteps, that there was ‘a wide disagreeable river to ford’.36 Change was slow in coming, although by 1808 there was at least a ‘very elegant bridge of three arches’ by the inn. Wet feet were no longer a feature of travel through Broadford. Even so, John MacCulloch, the mineralogist, pioneer geologist, traveller, and somewhat sour observer of life in the Scottish Highlands and Western Islands at the time, commented somewhat brusquely, that ‘Broadford has no attraction in itself’.


Rather, it was a convenient point of departure for the much more interesting islands that lay offshore, Pabay included.37 And leaving Broadford by boat had as recently as 1807 been made a lot easier with another innovation: the construction of a simple L-shaped stone-built pier that still stands.


John MacCulloch’s interest, however, was in Pabay’s geology, which we will return to in a separate chapter.


What else had drawn people to the island? Answers are easier to provide for the last three or four hundred years. Before written records become available, it is largely mythical tales of former times, scraps of clan history and the investigations of archaeologists upon which we have to rely to make sense of what otherwise are vast interludes of silence. To fill these spaces, we can only speculate.


Even so, what at times can seem like grasping at straws does give us some sense of why people went there.


To begin, we have to go back several millennia.





Chapter 2




Papar: ‘Priest’s island’?


Around 11,500 years ago the last major glaciers that lay heavy over Scotland began to disappear. This happened remarkably quickly once the melting had begun. The process marked the end of the Ice Age, and the beginning of the so-called Holocene.


Prior to this, over the course of some 750,000 years, there had probably been eight occasions when the climate had become so cold that the whole of Scotland was covered by ice. Between these were what geologists term interglacials – periods of warmth which in their turn lasted many thousands of years.


Animals, including brown bears, reindeer, bears, lynxes, wolves and voles were able to survive during the last of the ice ages, when the country had the appearance of an arctic wasteland. But amongst the fossil bones that archaeologists have uncovered, there is no sign of human beings.1


Climatic conditions had to ease before people were able to migrate to and live in what we now know as Scotland. With the abrupt warming of the climate that precipitated the end of this last Scottish glaciation, herbs, shrubs and eventually trees appeared, their seeds carried north in the breeze and by birds. In the West Highlands, from Kintyre to Skye, tree species of the kind still seen today became established: birch, hazel and oak, in that order. Some pine too. Within a few thousand years, according to Richard Tipping, there were ‘few parts of Scotland from which no trees could be seen’.2


Without doubt, Pabay was heavily wooded at this time – that is, approximately 6,000 years ago. It was the decayed trees, unable to survive the subsequent deterioration in climate that made for prolonged periods of wetter weather, cooler temperatures and more acidic growing conditions, that provided much of the organic material from which were formed the deep peat deposits that cover a large swathe of the island. Under this, as elsewhere on Skye where tree cover had been extensive, are to be found the stumps of the mainly birch and willow trees that once predominated.3 By the time Christ was born, perhaps half of Scotland’s trees had gone, replaced by blanket peat and bog.4 Human beings had been active too, felling trees in order to make way for crops.


But this is to digress: what matters is the type of tree that had been there. It was after woodland had become established, many historians believe, that human beings began to migrate to the Inner Hebrides, perhaps in search of the hazel, with its important nut harvest.


The earliest such occupation by hunter-gatherers, around 9,500 years ago, was on Rum, not so far from the south of Skye.5 A thousand or so years later these stone-using peoples were to be found on Skye, as evidenced by the numerous Mesolithic sites in the Inner Sound area. This includes the mainland peninsula of Applecross, An Corran near the north tip of Skye, and the offshore islands of Rona, Raasay, Scalpay. And also Pabay.


On Pabay there aren’t many Mesolithic remains, partly due to the problem faced by all Mesolithic researchers in the Western Isles: organic materials such as bone, antler, skin and wood have mostly decayed.6 Even so, a large, deep cave at the base of a cliff at the north end of the island containing limpet shells, some bones and other signs of human occupation has been identified. On the southern side there is a small lithic scatter (that is, a random collection of small stone tools), along with black soil and ash, directly on top of the post-glacial surface, suggesting the presence of some of the region’s earliest human beings.7 It is unlikely that they stayed long; Pabay’s hunter-gatherers were most likely to have been seasonal visitors.8
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