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Foreword


This is a local history. But it’s much more than that. Robert Hay has provided a remarkably detailed insight into how the overall transformation of the nineteenth-century Highlands and Islands – a transformation involving famine, clearance, impoverishment, runaway out-migration and much else – was experienced in one small corner of the wider region. The happenings Robert Hay explores have left little in the way of documentation. This makes all the more impressive his meticulous reconstruction of, on the one hand, the policies pursued by Lismore’s owners and, on the other, the impact of those policies on communities, families and individuals. Most accounts of this key period, not least because they tend to be concerned with larger areas, deal in generalities. Here, however, are people we get to know by name; people followed from one bit of Lismore to another; people tracked to Scotland’s Central Belt, to the USA and Canada. Some migrants prospered. Others didn’t. Back in Lismore, meanwhile, many of those folk who managed – often in the face of great adversity – to hold on to farms and crofts were proving more than capable of adopting new approaches to extracting a living from what, thanks to its underlying geology, has always been a fertile and productive island.


Robert Hay has known Lismore for many years and has lived there for the last two decades. His book draws both on his having been an agricultural scientist and on his long-standing interest in history – rural history, in particular. These areas of expertise are deployed here to good effect. And they’re supplemented by knowledge of a sort that comes only with long-term residency. The estates, townships and farms that feature in this book are not just names on maps. They’re places Robert Hay knows in ways that enable him to describe and analyse their landscapes, their cropping potential and much else. Robert Hay makes mention more than once of the affection Lismore’s inhabitants have long felt for their island – something reflected, as he stresses, in the Gaelic songs and poems Lismore has inspired. This affection is shared by Robert Hay. It’s accompanied by an evident respect for the islanders whose history he recounts. Especially in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, life in Lismore could be desperately difficult. But there were islanders then and later who were never minded to give up. This book is a fitting tribute to them.


James Hunter
February 2022





Introduction


Hugh Anderson, master mariner and songwriter, was born on Lismore in 1837 around the time of its peak population (c. 1,500 in 1831). He was nine years of age when the potato famine struck and, before he left for a distinguished career at sea, he had witnessed a distressing haemorrhage of people (net loss of a quarter of the population between 1841 and 1861). Later, he expressed his continuing grief at what had happened to his community in the song ‘Oran do Lios Mòr’:


Ach leis mar thanaicheadh do shluagh,


Le bàs ’s le fuadach bàirlinnean,


An diugh cha dùraic mi dol suas;


’S ann bhiodh a’chuairt ’na chràdhadh dhomh.


But the way your population has been thinned


By death and notices of eviction,


Today I don’t dare to return


Because the visit would be too painful.


In the twentieth century, this theme of great loss still featured in the compositions of the Livingstone and MacDonald bards of Mull and Lismore. In ‘An t-Eilean Àlainn’ (‘The Beautiful Island’), the classic song written in 1947 by James MacDonald, the exiled islander looks back to a time when Lismore was both more populated and farmed more intensively:


Nuair dh’èireas grian air sa mhadainn shamhraidh,


Gur iad do chlann-sa bu mhiann bhith ann,


Ach tha iad sgaoilte air feadh an t-saoghail


’S chan eil ach caoraich ri taobh nan allt.


Tha ’n còinneach fàsach a’ cinntinn nàdar,


’S chan fhaic thu làrach nan daoine ciùin;


Le feudach ’s bàirlinn chaidh ’n cur thar sàile,


’S an t-àl a dh’fhag iad, cha till iad ruinn.


Na cluaintean àlainn a dh’fheum iad fhàgail


A’dol nam fàsach gun bhò, gun chloinn,


’S na dailtean prìseil a threabh an sinnsear,


Chan fhaic thu nì annt’ ach luachair dhonn.


When the sun rises on a summer morning,


Your children would long to be there,


But they are scattered throughout the world


And there are only sheep beside the streams.


The wild moss is growing freely,


Erasing traces of the people’s homes;


With expulsions and summons they were sent abroad


And their descendants will not return to us.


The beautiful pastures they had to leave


Growing wild without cow or child,


And the precious fields their fathers ploughed


Empty now but for brown rushes.


If allowance is made for the conventions of Gaelic poetry, and a Highland tradition of nostalgia, MacDonald had some justification in what he wrote, since the population of Lismore was still declining, coming dangerously near to falling below a hundred by 1980. Nevertheless, in assuming that the loss of people had been principally the result of evictions, without taking into account other factors such as the potato famine, changes in agricultural practice, the lack of alternative employment on the island and the positive opportunities offered by the mainland and the empire, both bards paint a simplistic picture. Similarly, James Cheyne, the Edinburgh lawyer and accountant who did carry out clearances on the island in the 1840s and 1850s, is, even today, singled out as responsible for the depopulation of Lismore, although he was active on Lismore for less than a decade and there were no clearances on half of the island.


This book attempts to evaluate the roles of the traditional landowners (whose reckless lifestyles led to bankruptcy and the acquisition of their lands by commercially-minded entrepreneurs); the new breed of accountant trustees (for whom financial probity was paramount); the Highland Potato Famine; James Cheyne, the clearing landlord; events elsewhere on Lismore, particularly on the Baleveolan estate, factored by Allan MacDougall; the influence of the Lismore Agricultural Society; investment in infrastructure on the Airds estate; the differing fates of tenants and cottars; the lack of alternative employment for the young; and the opportunities elsewhere, particularly in the Central Belt of Scotland.


The story is set against the background of national and global changes (Chapter One). The combination of higher crop yields following agricultural improvement in the Lowlands, enhancement of communications and transport, and the arrival of cheap food from the colonies undermined the role of Lismore as a major source of cereals for the West Highlands. From the middle of the nineteenth century, the island began its evolution from arable farming to mainly livestock production from grass. As a result of these changes, the need for labour diminished, even on the uncleared, more intensively farmed areas of the island. Faced with all of these threats to their lifestyles, and in a system of landowning that still permitted the landlord almost free rein, both tenants and cottars had few choices. For many, the only action open to them was to leave the island.


It is difficult to establish a balanced view of the factors affecting Lismore’s population because of the shortage of primary sources. For example, the only accessible documentary evidence for Cheyne’s activities was collected by the Napier Commission thirty years after his death, and there is a lack of personal and estate papers that could be cited in his ‘defence’. The main sources of information are the census and other official records. However, the rich seam of information about Allan MacDougall’s factorship on Lismore in the 1840s and 1850s, from the Dunollie archive and the Bachuil ground officer letters, provides a context for the times and illustrates alternative approaches to the problems of the day. These sources have now been complemented by the transcription and publication of the Minute Book of the Lismore Agricultural Society (founded in 1853), revealing the active roles of islanders in agricultural improvement across the island. What is known about MacDougall and the Baleveolan estate is presented first (Chapters Two and Three) to provide the groundwork for understanding the contemporary events on Cheyne’s estate (Chapters Four and Five). A new Chapter Six continues the story for the remaining townships on the island.


A century and a half later, legacies of Cheyne’s and MacDougall’s activities can still be found in the landscape of Lismore but, in the case of the cleared townships of the south-east, the impact could have been much more evident had the Board of Agriculture not intervened in 1914 (Chapter Seven). In reviewing a troubled century, it is important to accept that some islanders did actually benefit from change (migrants who prospered, and tenants who exploited opportunities on the island) (Chapter Eight).


The story presented here is important to Lismore and Argyll, but it has a much wider reach, addressing the social problems that affected not only the Highlands of Scotland but also most of the poorer rural areas of Europe. Including case histories of the tenants, their families and cottars, and the underlying changes in population, it is a uniquely detailed history of a West Highland area that experienced clearance and changes in agricultural practice. It is offered as a contribution to the evolving understanding of the traumatic events that affected many communities in the nineteenth century.





Chapter One


War, Debt and Famine:
Argyll in the 1840s


War and Debt


In Argyll, the social turmoil of the first half of the nineteenth century finally destroyed any certainties that had survived the ’45 rebellion and its aftermath. Twenty years of war with France raised the prices of grain and meat to unprecedented levels and led landowners to have unrealistic ideas about the incomes that could be generated from agriculture in the longer term. The buoyant trade in livestock also provided extra momentum for the clearance of people from the uplands to make room for extensive sheep farms. The subsequent economic depression, with rent levels maintained, or even raised, plunged the tenant class into chronic arrears.


The war destabilised society in other, less direct, ways. The landed class in Argyll already had a long connection with the British army, enlisting hundreds of men for service in the Seven Years’ War, in North America and in the expanding empire. Although full records are lacking, it is known that many more men were recruited into the navy. In the titanic struggle against Napoleon, the demands for manpower involved an even higher proportion of the men of the area. Of the 689 men recruited by Captain Duncan Campbell of Lochnell to the 98th (Argyll) Highlanders in 1794, at least a third were resident in Argyll, as were most of the thirty officers. Over thirty officers with the name of Campbell served in the Waterloo campaign alone, the most prestigious of whom was Lt Gen. Sir Colin Campbell (1776–1847; ‘Colin Melfort’, a younger son of Campbell of Melfort), the only member of Wellington’s staff not to be wounded in the battle. Meanwhile his brother Patrick (1773–1841), who reached the rank of vice admiral in the Royal Navy, was an important mentor to his kinsman John MacDougall in his rise to admiral rank.


Argyll men were particularly involved in the various stages of the Peninsular campaign in Portugal and Spain. The Argyll Highlanders, now renumbered the 91st regiment of foot, participated in the events of 1808/9, which culminated in the retreat to Corunna, but they were back in 1812, playing a part in driving the French out of Spain in 1813. Losses of all ranks were extremely high, but some individuals prospered. For example, the Lismore landlord, Duncan Campbell of Barcaldine (1786–1842), who had enlisted in the Scots Guards as a teenager, acted as aide-de-camp to his cousin Sir Alexander Campbell, another of Wellington’s commanders. At the Battle of Talavera (1808), Barcaldine is reputed to have ‘had three horses shot from under him’ and was rewarded for his courage by a baronetcy. Captain Alexander (Sandy) MacDougall, eldest son of the chief of MacDougall, was not so fortunate. In July 1811, he wrote home from Portugal to describe his excitement at dining with Wellington and his commandant (cousin Colin Melford) but, early in 1812, the news came that he had been killed at the storming of Cuidad Rodrigo. Lieutenant Neil MacDougall (of Ardentrive), Sandy’s cousin and husband of his sister Isabella, was wounded at the Battle of Castalla on 12 April 1813 and died the following day.


A career in the military could be very expensive. It cost around £400 (around £43,000 in 2021) for Sandy MacDougall to be commissioned at the lowest rank (ensign) in the 69th Regiment of foot in 1803; Duncan Campbell of Barcaldine would probably have had to find at least double that amount for his start in the more fashionable Scots Guards. Once engaged, the annual income would have been modest, possibly £100 per annum. Promotion to a captaincy in the guards might involve as much as £4,000 but, during a conflict as long as the Napoleonic War, promotion could be free, with junior officers moving to replace those killed in action (but not those who died of disease). There was also the possibility of promotion for conspicuous gallantry. Nevertheless, whether in peacetime or war, there were the additional expenses of providing uniforms and equipment of the correct quality and style; and keeping up with the lifestyles of their affluent peers. In general, the officer class was restricted to those who could afford to find the initial cost, and live on relatively low pay, although luck and ability could allow younger sons such as Colin Melfort to rise through the ranks. The ultimate reward, for senior officers, was to be awarded a lucrative sinecure at the end of their career. For example, Melfort was, successively, Governor of Nova Scotia (1834–41) and Governor of Celyon (1841–47). Naval officers, of course, could accumulate fortunes in the form of prize money, following the capture of enemy ships.


The assimilation of Highland landowners into the British establishment was already well under way by this time but it could only have been intensified by the close bonding they experienced with men from wealthy and influential families in these dangerous and arduous years. Their wives were more likely to come from the south country and, like the sisters of the unfortunate Sandy MacDougall, they would set their hearts on wintering at Cheltenham or Bath rather than Edinburgh. Their lifestyles were becoming more expensive and they looked to their estates to finance them; for example, the rents on the Barcaldine lands on Lismore were increased by fifteen per cent in 1824, at a time when tenants were finding it difficult to meet the existing levels.


One important development, which commonly led to bankruptcy, was the post-Napoleonic enthusiasm, across Scotland, for building. Most of the leading landowning families in Argyll already had substantial Georgian mansions to replace their traditional fortified houses. Some, such as the Campbells of Airds, were content with such old-fashioned accommodation (Airds House, which replaced Castle Stalker around 1740) but others developed grander ambitions in the nineteenth century. For example the Georgian house of the Campbells of Lochnell was completely remodelled in castle style with extensive offices, from around 1820, only to be almost completely destroyed by fire in 1853. Barcaldine House, built around 1710 to replace Barcaldine Castle, was subjected to considerable alteration between 1815 and 1840, and plans were drawn up by the architect James Gillespie Graham to remodel the whole house in one of the fashionable gothic styles. A grand walled garden with glasshouses was constructed but, in the year of Sir Duncan Campbell’s death (1842), the estate debts were so great that it had to be sold.


The Dunollie MacDougalls, careful with their money, could be quite superior about their ambitious neighbours:




Dugald Gallanach [Dugald MacDougall of Gallanach] is building a great edifice in the form of a castle, it will outdo everything in this part of the world, he has bought the furniture of his principal bedroom at a sale for 120 guineas, its original cost was 300 guineas so if every thing will be in proportion it must be a fine affair … Coll’s family are at Bath, he is at home turning his house into a castle which is the present rage, the Barcaldines manoeuvring their old house which is neither castle or cottage. I suppose when you build, which I think will depend a good deal upon prize money, to differ from them all it must be in the form of a man of war. Louisa Maxwell MacDougall to her son John, 1814





The Fate of the Lismore Landlords


From the mid-eighteenth century onwards, therefore, life was becoming more expensive for Highland landlords: building fashionable houses; adopting more expensive lifestyles; travelling more extensively; wintering away from home; sending their children away to expensive schools; paying exorbitant commission fees and expenses for their sons in the army or navy; and financing the marriages of their daughters. Meanwhile, apart from the temporary boom during the French Wars, when grain sold for up to three times the pre-war level, the incomes from many of their estates had not risen to meet the new level of expenditure.


Table 1.1 Changes in Land Ownership on Lismore, 1750–1850
















	Township


	1751 Valuation


	1850s







	 


	 


	 







	Fennachrochain


	Duke of Argyll


	Sold 1852 by Sir John Campbell of Airds to Alexander Haig of Blairhall







	Achinduin


	Duke of Argyll


	Archibald Campbell of Lochnell







	 


	 


	 







	Cloichlea


	Donald Campbell of Airds


	1852 Airds to Haig







	Balimenach & Baligarve


	Donald Campbell of Airds


	1852 Airds to Haig







	Kilandrist


	Donald Campbell of Airds


	1852 Airds to Haig







	Balnagown


	Donald Campbell of Airds


	1852 Airds to Haig







	 


	 


	 







	Baligrundle


	Colin Campbell of Glenure


	Sold 1845 by Sir Duncan Campbell of Barcaldine to James Auchinleck Cheyne







	Achnacroish


	Colin Campbell of Glenure


	as above







	Killean


	Colin Campbell of Glenure


	as above







	Portcharron


	Colin Campbell of Glenure


	as above







	 


	 


	 







	Baleveolan


	John Campbell of Baleveolan


	Donald Campbell of Baleveolan







	Balimakillichan


	John Campbell of Baleveolan


	as above







	 


	 


	 







	Kilcheran


	Neil Campbell of Dunstaffnage


	1842 Barcaldine to Cheyne







	 


	 


	 







	Fiart


	John Campbell of Combie


	1842 Sold by Charles Combie to Cheyne







	Achanard


	John Campbell of Combie


	as above







	 


	 


	 







	Frackersaig


	Archibald Campbell of Stonefield


	1852 Airds to Haig







	 


	 


	 







	Craignich


	Coll MacDougall


	1845 Combie to Cheyne







	 


	 


	 







	Achuran


	Dugald Campbell


	1852 Airds to Haig







	 


	 


	 







	Tirefour


	John Campbell


	1852 Airds to Haig







	Tirlaggan


	John Campbell


	1845 Barcaldine to Cheyne







	 


	 


	 







	Half Bachuil


	Duncan McLea (Livingstone)


	Alexander Livingstone








The result was a spectacular cascade of bankruptcies, and the concentration of land into many fewer hands. In the first half of the nineteenth century, the number of proprietors in Argyll fell from 156 to 73 and much of the area came into the possession of entrepreneurs from elsewhere. In a letter to his brother John, Allan MacDougall describes the situation clearly:




As a warning to Highland Chiefs the sale of half Glengussie estate is just going round the papers … In fact there are more highland properties now lost by the proprietors apeing the style of men in the South of three times their income than used to be lost by rebellion against the Throne or their superiors or the ware-fare they waged amongst each other …. So much for what our poor father used to call ‘your style & your comfort’, a few Lowland Lairds and English Squires may to the end practice a life of both, but I cannot name a Highland Laird that has in my experience indulged in both that has been able to stand it. Allan MacDougall to John MacDougall, October 1835





Nowhere was this trend more obvious than on Lismore. Comparison of the landowners in the 1751 valuation with those of the 1850s (Table 1.1) shows that only three of the twenty-one land units (Baleveolan estate and Bachuil) were still held by the same family, and that nearly all of the island was owned by only two new proprietors, who had no history of landholding in the West Highlands: James Auchinleck Cheyne, a lawyer and accountant from Edinburgh; and Alexander Haig of Blairhall in Fife, of the whisky dynasty, from whom it passed to his kinsman, the Rev. James Alexander Fell of Penkridge, in Staffordshire. These changes arose out of the serious levels of debt incurred by three families of Campbells (Airds, Barcaldine at least twice, and Combie) but Table 1.1 also bears witness to the difficulties of another, Campbell of Dunstaffnage, who sold Kilcheran to the Roman Catholic Highland Seminary in 1803, not long after building a substantial house there. These transactions were to have very serious consequences for the tenants and cottars on the land (Chapter Five).


The People


International events had other, more subtle, effects at all levels of society. From the 1790s, letters among the moneyed classes reveal their anxiety that the revolutionary spirit unleashed in France in 1789 might infect the lower classes in Scotland. At a time when they were already treating their tenants primarily as a source of income for their expensive lifestyles, they were also developing fears for their property and privilege.


The outlook of the lower classes was also changing, under the combined pressures of: increased population; rising rents and arrears; rural unemployment; and greatly improved transport and communications. Regular steamers plied between coastal communities and Dumbarton, Greenock and Glasgow, where there were opportunities for employment; and although the French wars took a great toll of the young men, many returned home with a new view of the world and its possibilities. The Rev. Gregor MacGregor’s private record book includes the marriage of a Peninsular veteran of the 94th Foot who had battle honours from Badajos, Cuidad Rodrigo, Salamanca and Toulouse. The ties of society were weakening. Chiefs and landowners might have wished the people to remain passive and deferential but there was no turning back for those, aware of the causes of the widespread bankruptcies amongst the upper classes, who felt freer to think for themselves. Many of them decided to grasp opportunities elsewhere.


At least from the sixteenth century onwards, and probably from much earlier, there were no resident landowners on Lismore. It is also not clear to what extent their tacksmen (principal ‘middle class’ tenants) lived on their holdings on the island. A surviving 1629 tack for Baleveolan from Sir Duncan Campbell of Glenorchy to Archibald MacGilleune stipulated that he must ‘mak his actuall dwelling’ there, suggesting that residence was not automatic. Certainly, the fact that Alexander Campbell of Clenamachrie was absent from Baligrundle (tack 1707 for twenty one years) was an important factor in the trouble that he faced in securing the rights to water for his corn mill. Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that the lesser tenants and cottars on Lismore were independent-minded, and prone to defiant behaviour. In spite of a relatively sparse documentary record, there is good evidence of a lack of deference in the early decades of the nineteenth century.


The primary response to agricultural depression, for those that could, was emigration. Families had started to leave Lismore for the Carolinas from the 1770s; a kinship group of Carmichaels was particularly successful, giving rise to a strong lineage of soldiers and businessmen in the Southern States. Movement to the United States was checked by the War of Independence and the French Wars but, after Waterloo, significant Lismore colonies developed first on Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, and then in Upper Canada, in the newly-opened lands west of Toronto. These emigrants were not forced from the land and, in spite of their modest origins, some proved to have very adequate resources. For example, Archibald Black, a tenant in the marginal township of Achanard, who emigrated to Cape Breton around 1820, had, by 1823, bought a farm of 270 acres there for 85 Nova Scotia pounds (slightly less than £85 sterling).


Meanwhile, there was a steady stream of other islanders to the central belt, particularly Glasgow, Dumbarton, Greenock and Paisley, in search of work in the expanding industries of the Industrial Revolution or in domestic service. There was also a well-established pattern of seasonal migration of young men and women to work in the lowland harvest and the herring fisheries. In some cases, this led eventually to permanent migration; for example, there is an island tradition that Lismore men were in demand because of their skills in horsemanship.


The net result of these movements was that the population reached its peak around 1830. Numbers for the parish of Lismore, which included the detached portion of Kingairloch on the mainland, were 1638 in 1821, rising to 1790 in 1831, but Rev. Gregor MacGregor (plate 4b) records in his return to the New Statistical Account for Scotland (1841) that the 1831 figure for the island alone was 1497. By 1841, it had fallen to 1148 and, by 1851 to 1010. Rapid decline began, therefore, before any substantial forced clearance of tenants and cottars by the Cheyne family in the 1840s and 1850s (Chapter Five). Under the pressures of the times, islanders chose to move to other places which, although harsh, offered the opportunity, denied at home, to make their living. In addition to the factors ‘pushing’ them off the island, there were strong ‘pulling factors’ (availability of land without oppressive landlords, the benefits of regular income, and encouragement by earlier migrants).


Any idea that those who stayed behind were passive is contradicted by the evidence. If deference had been the pattern of behaviour in earlier years, by the early decades of the nineteenth century the people had learned to combine to try to resist the will of the landlords. The ability of Baleveolan tenants around 1800 to employ their own legal support to oppose Campbell of Baleveolan is discussed in Chapter Three. Further south, the township of Achanard had been cleared of its families (possibly as many as fifty people) by 1790, but the parish records show that by 1810, it had been re-occupied by five or six families from the surrounding townships. A similar number of families, mainly squatting cottars, remained until Achanard was completely cleared in the 1840s (Chapter Five). Meanwhile, Donald McColl, the miller on Baligrundle, was facing another form of resistance in 1817. He had to petition the help of the landlord, Campbell of Barcaldine, to get the tenants to pay their mill dues:




Humbly sheweth that the tenants absolutely refuses to pay the dues of barley which your Honour hath ordered to your Petitioner proportionalee to a one peck per every bole of what they would sale – and do they so stubbornly stood against what your Honour ordered. Your Petitioner then only demanded what they use formerly to pay which they also refused. Therefore your Petr. hopes that your Honour will compell the said tenants to come to terms of satisfaction to your Petitioner and as in duty bound …





However, the most spectacular event was the deforcement (physical resistance) of law officers trying to serve a notice of eviction on the MacColl family in Baligrundle in 1843 (Chapter Five). In a subsequent riot at Achnacroish, a crowd of fifty or sixty islanders liberated Malcolm MacColl from arrest, and sent the police packing. Eventually, two months later, the procurator fiscal, in person with a team of eleven policemen, managed to arrest the ringleaders, who were later sentenced at Inveraray Sheriff Court to sixty days in prison. MacColl avoided arrest, and eventually emigrated to Canada.


The New Statistical Account of Scotland confirmed that the Lismore people were not to be trifled with:




Every sept or clan [in the parish] stands by itself to support one another against any other sept or clan that may wish to encounter them; but although they sometimes in this way quarrel when at home, yet when abroad at markets they are very faithful to one another, and woe betide the unfortunate stranger who may attempt to insult the least of them.





Strong character and good health were, of course, necessary for survival under the very basic conditions that all islanders lived. Many of the landless cottars, in particular, were in a state of abject poverty (Chapters Three, Five, Seven).


Agricultural Improvement in Argyll


By the 1840s, farming in the Lowlands of Scotland had largely settled into a pattern that would persist for a hundred years. A fully-enclosed landscape, producing meat and milk as well as crops, had become possible because of the rapid and revolutionary introduction of subsoil drainage from around 1830. The age-old rigs were ploughed out, allowing the benefits of liming, fertilisers and new crops to be exploited, and the appearance of the countryside was determined by the new rotations: operation of the classic ‘six-year shift’ meant that the farm area was a mosaic of cereal crops, ‘green crops’ (potatoes, turnips), and grassland. For at least two years out of the six, grass leys were grazed by livestock. This diversification of products gave greater stability to farm incomes, and the amalgamation of smaller holdings into tenanted farms of 100–200 acres meant that there were fewer people to be supported directly by agriculture. Until the agricultural depression that set in around 1875, lowland farmers, housed in greater comfort than they had experienced in the past, enjoyed a period of relative prosperity. Displaced men, who failed to secure employment as ploughmen or general farm servants, were obliged to take their families to the towns and cities in search of work.


North of the Highland Line, and in the islands and the uplands, agricultural improvement tended to lag behind, principally because of the challenges posed by the environment. In more favoured areas that resembled the lowlands in climate and topography, for example in Dunoon and Kilmun parish, Kintyre, Islay and Gigha, landlords were transforming their farms in line with lowland ideas. Elsewhere in Argyll, ‘Improvement’ was mainly consolidation of holdings, with small crofts proliferating to accommodate displaced tenants; and the development of extensive sheep farms, with associated improvements in sheep and cattle stocks by breeding programmes. Much of this was driven by the major landlords, Argyll and Breadalbane, who also encouraged local farming clubs, but both Campbell of Baleveolan and Campbell of Barcaldine were active in establishing sheep enterprises in Lorn. Indeed, Barcaldine had a wider interest in sheep ranching, leasing cleared land in Sutherland for sixteen years from 1794. Even though this had caused emigration from Argyll to the central belt and the colonies, substantial populations were still dependent upon an agricultural economy that was fragile, and subject to crises such as the poor harvests and cattle epidemic of the 1830s.


Improving landowners have been criticised for their lack of attention to the arable areas of the Highlands, but this is wisdom in hindsight, since the tools and management necessary for intensifying crop production and increasing income in this demanding environment were lacking at the time. Subsoil drainage was just being introduced in the 1840s, and it was difficult to justify the capital expenditure for marginal areas. Even in the potentially productive machair lands, the growing of higher-yielding crops was hampered by a lack of understanding of the micronutrient deficiencies associated with the high levels of shell lime in the soil. Bere barley and black oats were tolerant of these conditions but the new, and potentially higher-yielding, varieties of barley and oats were not. The most appropriate management for productive land in the wet west was to minimise cultivation and concentrate on permanent grass, with conservation and storage of feed for overwintering stock. However, until the advent of silage-making technology in the twentieth century, Highland farmers faced a serious challenge in making hay in such a wet and variable climate. Consequently, in the first half of the nineteenth century, much of the arable cropping that continued followed age-old practice, barely beyond the level of subsistence. The land was cropped to continuous cereals (normally alternation of bere and oats), with some potatoes, under traditional infield (wintertown) and outfield arrangements. Runrig was still in operation in some areas, even on Islay.


Farming on Lismore


The Isle of Lismore was an exception to this pattern. It is low-lying and, to a certain extent in the rain shadow of Mull, so that rainfall is generally lower than on the surrounding mainland. The fact that its geology is dominated by ancient Dalradian limestone of high purity has three important consequences for agriculture. First, because of the many sink holes carrying away drainage water, some parts of the island are freely draining; secondly, the soils tend to be relatively shallow, allowing the recycling by plant roots of calcium dissolved from the underlying rock; and thirdly, once suitable fuel (charcoal or coal) was available to kiln the limestone, there was a local source of agricultural lime. Since excessive soil moisture and soil acidity were the major factors limiting crop production in the West Highlands, Lismore was a much more practical area for arable farming than most of the mainland and, until the mid-nineteenth century, every suitable parcel of land was under the plough, the main problem being the extensive reefs of limestone where the bedrock reaches the surface. Visitors to the island remarked on the fact that so much of the land was under cultivation, and traces of rig and furrow can still be seen throughout the island, even in uninhabited areas, such as Alastra.




[image: Illustration]


Fig. 1.1 Map of Lismore and Surrounding Area





Lismore estate documents (rentals, plans, estate correspondence) show that multiple tenancies had been abolished on all the Barcaldine and Baleveolan estate townships by 1840. Estate maps for the Combie lands (Achanard and Fiart, 1815; Craignich, 1836) show complete subdivisions, with a separate steading on most of the holdings, and census data confirm that these arrangements were standard across the island. The land had been allotted to individual tenant families, as farms and crofts, and the age-old division into infield and outfield had disappeared. Rents had been converted to cash, although the Baleveolan tenants also supplied oatmeal, milled on the island, and the proprietors continued to demand labour services, particularly from cottars. From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the role of Lismore as an exporter of grain to the mainland would be undermined progressively by the crop surpluses generated by the Lowlands, improvements in transport and communications across the country and, ultimately, by the flood of imported products from the colonies that followed the repeal of the Corn Laws (Chapter Five).


The extent of agricultural improvement can be gauged from the records of the Lismore Agricultural Society, founded in 1853 (Chapter Six) but also from the detailed instructions included in Allan MacDougall’s letters to the Baleveolan ground officers in the 1830s and 1840s (Chapter Three). Subsoil drainage was being introduced, with the opportunity to make better use of the arable areas by ploughing out the riggs and filling the furrows, and lime was available from Kilcheran, Park and Sailean. Although some island tenants held strongly to the time-honoured practice of continuous cereal growing, alternating bere and oats (confirmed by testimony to the Napier Commissioners (Chapter Five)), and were resistant to the idea of introducing rotations including turnips and sown grasses and clover, the society records reveal that there were several farmers and crofters growing prize-winning forage crops in the 1850s.


Since the farms were only partly enclosed and most had limited areas of grazing, there was still a need for herd boys and girls to keep the cows out of the corn. Cattle numbers at this time were generally low, estimated by the parish minister at 500 in 1846, and there were around 200 sheep. As recorded by James Cheyne in 1846, the tenants still relied on a few ‘generalist’ Highland black cattle, as yet unimproved by the introduction of Shorthorn or Ayrshire genes. They provided the family’s needs (dairy products and a little meat) and the occasional beast for sale. The island retained its reputation as a breeding ground for horses with good bone, raised on limestone grassland. The Caledonian Mercury newspaper of 27 January 1820 records the Highland and Agricultural Society prize of three guineas awarded to Mr Carmichael, Lismore, for the best three-year-old colt or filly, and there was considerable demand for Lismore horses at the Oban sales at least until the 1850s.


Across the island, before any effects of the potato famine were experienced, many tenants were chronically in arrears of rent, associated with the post-war economic depression, and the fact that some landlords had actually raised rent levels. Chapter Three explains how the factor of Baleveolan estate acted to deal with these arrears. One result of the agricultural depression was widespread illicit distilling, adding to the value of the bere produced on the island by converting it to whisky. Particularly in the 1820s, Lismore was recognised as a major centre for trafficking in spirits but, by 1840, the trade had been largely undermined by the success of commercial distilleries and the activities of the excise officers. The financial position of some tenants after the start of the potato famine was particularly precarious. For example, in 1853, many of the surviving tenants on James Cheyne’s estate had arrears of around three times the annual rent (Chapter Five); William Black, who moved from Fiart to a smaller holding on Craignich (15 acres, £16 rent), had accumulated arrears of £66. On the other hand, the Baleveolan tenants were generally in a better position because of the policies of the factor (Chapter Three).


In summary, with much of the island passing into new hands, the farming community had experienced the first stage of improvement (rationalisation into individual holdings; use of lime; start of introduction of subsoil drainage) but further developments were hampered by a sluggish agricultural economy, by widespread rent arrears, and by the reluctance of tenants to embrace new ideas (particularly rotations involving new crops, and the enclosure of individual fields). As communications improved elsewhere, the additional costs and difficulties associated with farming on an island became more important. Even in 1832 it cost 9/6 per horse for the ferry (an open rowing boat) across the narrows to Port Appin, and this more than doubled (to £1 5s) if the horse was shod. The lack of a suitable ferry to carry livestock caused distress throughout the century, particularly in view of the trend towards more pasture and livestock production:
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