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Introduction


This is a book for anyone planning a visit to the Small Isles, perhaps thinking about visiting the Small Isles, or just curious about those odd names – Eigg, Muck, Canna and Rum. In writing it I have done my best to provide something between a readable historical account and a useful travel companion, in order to satisfy all three interests. The way the book is configured reflects this.


The first chapter is a collective introduction to the four islands and is very much a ‘taster’. It places them in a wider context and runs through their general history, their social evolution and the ways their landscapes have changed over time. The process starts with prehistory, followed by early Christianity, the Norse, medieval and later settlement including the Clearances, modern social history and events of note. The chapter also introduces some of the general sources for the subject. I have tried to include mostly those works which are edited and available in modern form, or which can be downloaded without cost from the internet. Works which are specific to individual islands are introduced in the chapters that follow; there is a full list of sources at the end of the book.


The subsequent four chapters focus respectively on the four islands, covering similar themes but in greater detail. These chapters will be of particular use to anyone intending to make a visit, in that they also include a list of sites or places of particular note and a map showing their general locations together with a brief description of each. Each entry in these lists of ‘Places to Visit’ is flagged in the text through the use of boldface and a cross-reference number. The lists and maps can be used to decide what to visit, according to either personal preference or ease of access during the time available on one of the islands. Each of these four ‘island’ chapters concludes with a list of related further reading.


A good map is essential. The ‘Places to Visit’ entries identify each location with an eight-digit Ordnance Survey grid reference. Many of the sites are quite extensive and in these cases the grid reference provides a general central point only. These will work best with the 1:25,000 Ordnance Survey Explorer map series (paper or downloaded), rather than the smaller-scale (and more customary) 1:50,000 Landranger series. Even then finding some of the smaller locations can be difficult, especially if they are hidden among vegetation. The best time of year to locate some of the smaller sites is when the vegetation is low in winter or early spring, which is probably when visits are least likely. Life is sometimes a compromise.


These islands are the product of volcanic eruption and as such are characterised by steep terraces and cliffs which can be dangerous. Not all parts of the islands are accessible – especially true of Rum – and visitors would be advised to keep to tracks where possible and to avoid some of the remoter areas. It is always prudent to seek local advice before setting out and to make sure that someone is aware of your intended route. Carrying a compass as well as a map is to be recommended. If visiting caves it is essential to obtain local knowledge about tides.


Places to Visit


These sections comprise a list of sites that reflect each island’s history, archaeology and particular events together with a map showing the approximate location of each entry. These sites represent a sample not the totality, and not all of them are easily accessible. Each is numbered and cross-referenced in the text for the same chapter and is also given an Ordnance Survey grid reference and, where available, its unique National Record of the Historic Environment (NRHE) ID number. These can be followed through on the trove.scot website (www.trove.scot), which is a massive database of archaeological sites, buildings and monuments established by the former Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (now merged into Historic Environment Scotland – HES). It provides a much greater level of detail and fuller history of investigation than is presented here and represents the next port of call for anyone looking to delve deeper. The easiest means of access is to search via the relevant NRHE ID number and then under the heading ‘Place’.


Like many parts of western Scotland these four islands feature placenames which are a mixture of various cultural elements, mostly Norse and Gaelic, with diverse variations and corruptions. As a result spellings may vary. The NRHE is unforgiving when it comes to spelling variations and wherever possible I have adhered to those used in its database, to make it easier to follow up on the information on the sites presented here.


Archaeological sites and monuments are notoriously difficult to measure with any accuracy, mostly on account of changes in vegetational cover, subjective reference points, a lack of clear definition, tape measures flapping in the wind, or personal difficulty in accessing a particular measuring point. As a result the measurements given here are expressed in general terms and are best taken as a guide only.


John Hunter
February 2026
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1 The Small Isles


‘Studding the ocean like a necklace’


Introduction


There is little about the Small Isles that can be described as ordinary. Their very names (Eigg, Muck, Canna and Rum) have often been the source of amusement, less so perhaps to their former owners, or lairds, whose titles were traditionally represented by their island name; thus the owner of Muck would be greeted embarrassingly as ‘Muck’. One Laird of Rum even tried changing the spelling to ‘Rhum’, giving it a quasi-Gaelic flavour as opposed to an alcoholic one. The spelling found its way onto a small number of maps before being slapped down by the combined weight of the Ordnance Survey and the Post Office.


Because of these unusual names many people have heard of the islands, but few know exactly where they are. They lie among the Inner Hebrides, cradled between Skye to the north, the Scottish mainland of Argyll to the east and the islands of Coll and Tiree to the south. In a wider geographical setting they lie on latitude N 57°, slightly north of Moscow to the east and the northern part of the Gulf of Alaska to the west, sufficiently far north to be limited in terms of how the land can be used, what can be grown or exploited and what methods of animal husbandry used. Much of Scotland is colder and harsher, however, as the Small Isles enjoy the undeniable benefits of the warmer Gulf Stream.




To their west, the Outer Hebrides – Barra, the Uists, Harris and Lewis – lie too far north or north-west to provide shelter from the westerly Atlantic storms, and although the Small Isles lie only a few nautical miles off the Scottish mainland the seas are often unkind. History is littered with reports of maritime disasters, difficulties of access and communication being lost for weeks on end. There are over fifty wrecks recorded in the waters around the islands. Today, even with modern boats and powerful diesel engines the ferry timetables can often be disrupted. It makes all the more remarkable the efforts and resilience of those who chose to settle there far back in prehistory.


There is a fifth island too, Hyskeir, although this is little more than an uninhabited rock outcrop. It lies further west out to sea, infamous as a graveyard for shipping passing through the Minch until a lighthouse designed by the Stevensons was constructed there in 1904. Before it was automated in the late 1990s it achieved publicity as a result of a one-hole golf course built by the keepers, and through a book written by an assistant keeper, Peter Hill, detailing his experiences. From the top of the light he remembers the islands as ‘studding the ocean like a necklace’ – the epigraph for this introductory chapter. Seasoned travellers to the Small Isles may remember less romantic times of howling gales, driving rain and ferry crossings reminiscent of theme park rides.


Geology


The special character of the islands partly derives from their visible volcanic structure, which ranges from the low-lying plateaus of Canna, Eigg and Muck to the precipitous mountains on Rum. Anyone who finds themselves being tossed around Rum in the local ferry service cannot fail to be intimidated by the rocky bleakness of its mountains, which seem to tower almost sheer. Some of them have intriguing Norse names, such as Askival, Trollaval and Hallival, but the Norsemen, who settled just about everywhere else in the area, thought twice about building their homes on Rum. Its shoreline lacked the fertile soils and sandy beaches that were essential for Viking settlement. The other three islands were greener and a safer bet. The peaks on Rum were more likely named as navigation aids for voyages from Ireland or Man around the Scottish west coast to Orkney and beyond.


Rum’s inhospitable nature doubtless did much to help it become known as the ‘Forbidden Island’, although there were more salient cultural factors (see Chapter 5). Geology, however, is a fundamental cause. The island’s structure is the result of a series of volcanic eruptions and collapses whereby Lewisian Gneiss and Torridonian Sandstones were pushed up by the movement of magma from deep below the earth’s surface and then shaped and reshaped by glaciers over succeeding millennia. This was a geology unfavourable for the development of fertile soils. It generated a landscape of sculpted rock and areas of wet moorland which allowed settlement to prosper only on the few patches of greenery where the rivers ran out to the sea. The widest and flattest of these is at Kinloch on the east coast, which has evolved as the natural and only focal point for Rum’s settlement and cultivation in modern times. The rest of the island has an undiminished reputation for hostility. Every archaeological surveyor of my acquaintance who has worked on Rum has found the landscape unforgiving, the terrain exhausting and the midges unbearable.


Although the least attractive and least habitable of the islands, Rum is by far the largest, measuring some 10,000 hectares, considerably more than Eigg the next largest at around 3,000 hectares. Canna follows at around 1,100 hectares with Muck being the smallest at a mere 560 hectares. The three smaller islands are all the result of less dramatic volcanic action, which survives in the form of characteristic volcanic ledges and terraces formed from lava flows. These have weathered over time allowing fertile soil to form, especially on Muck, which seems to have been recognised throughout history as the most fertile. All three islands are greener and lower-lying than Rum and more open and attractive to agriculture.


Exceptionally, Eigg’s skyline is characterised by a massive stump of pitchstone, the Sgurr, which can be seen for miles around and results from lava flowing through a deep river valley. When the softer sides of the valley eroded away this curious shape was left standing proud and has all the appearance of a fat human nose pointing into the sky. Being completely anomalous in its environment it inevitably became surrounded by superstition, most notably regarding the seventh-century martyrdom of St Donnan on the island, allegedly at the hands of large warrior women who were drowned in the nearby loch (see Chapter 2). The island has an alternative name, ‘Eillan nan Banmore’, meaning ‘Island of the Great Women’, which reflects this event.


Environment


The modern landscape of all four islands is very different to the one that would have been encountered by the first people to reach the islands over 9,000 years ago. Pollen records suggest that these nomadic folk would have been greeted by an environment of scrub woodland thick with species such as willow (Salix) and hazel (Corylus avellana), particularly in more sheltered parts. Remarkably, the island of Rum, despite limited soil potential on the lower slopes, was given the early superstitious name of ‘Riogachd na Forraiste Fiadhaich’, meaning ‘Kingdom of the Wild Forest’. The nomadic people who first inhabited the islands were obliged to live off the land and move seasonally to take advantage of the ripening of natural foods and the movement of animals for hunting. To them the islands must have provided a hunter-gatherer environment that was worth the effort and risk of getting there in small skin boats or dugouts, one where hazelnuts, berries, fish, shellfish and the eggs of sea fowl were plentiful. They may have been particularly attracted to Rum for its bloodstone – a hard, exotically coloured cryptocrystalline quartz, often with red spatters, which could be knapped into useful tools. Evidence for these early people is frustratingly difficult to pin down, but excavations have shown their presence on Rum and they were no doubt active on the three adjacent islands too.


The same pollen records show these same tree species of willow and hazel to be in decline from around the mid fourth millennium bc, a shift which is now considered to be attributable not entirely to climate change, as originally thought, but to a process of deforestation at the hands of the first permanent settlers. The appearance of grasses, seeds, weeds of cultivation and evidence for soil erosion in the pollen record at this time points in the same direction. From around 3500 bc nomadic movement through the islands in the quest for seasonal subsistence must have given way to permanent farming. The earliest settlers were arriving, clearing the land and setting about raising crops and animals, and were overwintering for the first time.


The deforestation necessary for farming may have had unintended consequences in the way it affected the local soil hydrology. Together with greater exposure of the land to rainfall, particularly in periods of climatic cooling, deforestation provided the right conditions for the formation of peat. Seen in many other places across Scotland, the unwitting exhaustion of soils through over-cultivation also played a part. This was a long-term effect, but is visible in the archaeological record. Areas of settlement on higher ground became denuded and populations were forced to move to lower slopes, leaving their field boundaries, houses and enclosures to become enveloped under blanket peat over the centuries that followed. In the Small Isles this probably started before the end of the later Bronze Age, sometime in the late second millennium bc, from when remains can still be seen in the partial exposure of early walling and hut foundations, such as those on the western side of Canna. Destruction of woodland seems to have been almost total, but in the absence of much natural timber on the islands peat was a valuable fuel. It could be cut, dried, stored and burned for heat and cooking. Rum was particularly well endowed and in the late eighteenth century it exported peat as a commercial commodity to neighbours that had little, such as Muck.


Wood was a scarce commodity throughout the Western Isles and mostly arrived in the form of drift timber collected from the shore. It was normally considered too valuable to burn and was used in construction. In his tour of the Hebrides Dr Samuel Johnson mislaid his oak walking stick on Skye and assumed it had been stolen. ‘It is not to be expected’, he commented sarcastically, ‘that any man in Mull, who has got it, will part with it. Consider, sir, the value of such a piece of timber here.’


Archaeology, surveys and sources


Knowledge of the islands’ early history depends largely on the vagaries of archaeological discoveries, landscape interpretation, secondary sources and anecdote. For prehistory, before written records began, surviving archaeological remains provide the only pointers to what may have been happening, how subsistence economies worked and where people built their homes and reared their families. Archaeology is not always forthcoming in these respects; it has to rely on what has survived and gives only a general rather than detailed picture of the past. In islands such as these, where cultivable land was at a premium, shelters and houses were built adjacent to the best land in the most preferred locations. The same locations were used for habitation over and over again, each successive population tending to destroy the evidence of the one that went before. It is not difficult to pin down where some prehistoric settlements might have been, but there is little evidence for their duration. Moreover, structural elements such as turf and timber are poor archaeological survivors.


There has been sporadic archaeological excavation and survey of the Small Isles over the years, starting with the antiquarian activities of the owners of Eigg, the MacPherson family, in the late nineteenth century. Their interest was in burial mounds, although they paid some attention to material that surfaced from ploughing. One family member, Norman MacPherson, a professor of Scots law at Edinburgh University, published a paper in 1878 on the artefacts he had discovered there, and this drew wider attention not just to Eigg but to the other three islands too. It was also later to attract the interest of the lugubriously named Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), whose survey work was carried out on a county-by-county basis by a team of field investigators. It produced a detailed volume on each county in what was known as its ‘Inventory’ series. Work on the Small Isles volume commenced in 1914 but was disrupted by the war. This would explain the somewhat paltry publication that followed in 1928 as part of a volume in which it was tagged in with the monuments on Skye. Only fifteen Small Isles sites were identified, most being on Canna. This was hardly surprising as the surveyors were only in the islands for a week.


The Second World War may have disrupted any further interest until 1972, when the archaeology arm of the Ordnance Survey mapping department began more systematic field survey before it was shut down under the quango-axing policies of a newly elected government in 1979. The Royal Commission returned to the islands in 1983, then specifically to Canna in 1994 to carry out further survey work, this time in association with aerial photography, then to Eigg and Muck in 2003. The accidental discovery of worked bloodstone on Rum dated to the Mesolithic a year later was the catalyst for a major excavation. This was the first excavation on the islands since the days of the MacPhersons almost one hundred years earlier, and the first to have a scientific basis. Subsequently, professional excavations were conducted on Eigg, and university-led teams from Dundee, Bradford and Birmingham and from the National Museum of Scotland have all been active in the islands in harness with the Royal Commission, which continued its field survey work on Rum between 2010 and 2012. The National Trust for Scotland, owners of Canna, have also been conducting their own investigations for conservation purposes. Thanks to this growth in archaeological work, aerial photography and field survey there are now well over one thousand archaeological sites documented in the Small Isles by comparison with the fifteen published in 1928. The majority of these are described, many with photographs, on Historic Environment Scotland’s database of sites known as trove.scot (www.trove.scot).


From the seventh century onwards archaeology was not the only tool available to those investigating the history of the Small Isles. The early Christian period brought with it literacy and a wealth of annals, chronicles and early histories, many of which contain snippets of useful information about the islands. They continue through into the Middle Ages, though often consist of little more than short observations or mention of particular individuals. By the eighteenth century there are lengthy descriptions, official documents and records of travellers, all of which present a much greater level of detail.


Foremost among these are the often fascinating if boring-sounding ‘statistical accounts’ that were written for every parish in the country starting in the late eighteenth century. These accounts were the responsibility of the parish minister of the day, who was required to give a general description of his parish and its people under the four main headings of geography and topography, population, agriculture and industry, and other miscellaneous issues. Ministers seem to have had a certain amount of licence as to what this did or did not include. Some chose to do the bare descriptive minimum, while others wrote extensively on, for example, resources, schools, the poor or antiquities and provided a much more vivid historical snapshot. The first (or ‘Old’) Statistical Account for the Small Isles parish was compiled by the Rev. Donald McLean and written in 1794 (OSA 1796). It falls into the latter category, and even details the optimum times for planting and harvesting, animal husbandry, prices of food and labouring costs. McLean was a minister who knew his parish and his parishioners.


The second (or ‘New’) Statistical Account was written in 1836 (NSA 1845), confusingly by another minister with the almost identical name of Rev. Donald MacLean. His Account is somewhat shorter and rather cursory. Much of his text is taken up by a personal reminiscence of his visit to the ‘Massacre Cave’ on Eigg, and by the geologies of the islands, for which he relies heavily on other people’s work. His writing gives the impression that he found compiling the Account a rather irksome task and that what he writes is often little more than a paraphrase of his predecessor’s text. Records indicate that as a minister he was not noted for his efforts, later being dismissed for neglect of duty following allegations of drunkenness, adultery and indecent exposure. His Account might justifiably be taken with a pinch of salt.


One of the most objective accounts drawn on here is The Rev. Dr John Walker’s Report on the Hebrides of 1764 and 1771, which constitutes a major record and analysis of the population demographic at parish and township level and has since been edited and discussed by Margaret McKay (1980). The figures for the Small Isles specifically have been analysed in a small booklet entitled Lost Ancestors by Julian Munby (2007). Another ‘official’ late eighteenth-century document of note comes in the unlikely form of the record of visits to the islands by the British Fisheries Society in 1787 and 1788 (see Campbell 2002), which is remarkably informative about island life.


Of all the available records, the most absorbing are the accounts of the ‘tours’ undertaken by well-heeled and educated travellers from the Scottish cities and from England. It was fashionable in the later eighteenth and nineteenth centuries for those who could afford it to travel to more distant parts of the country, or even abroad, and the Hebrides became part of a popular itinerary. Travellers’ descriptions introduce personal views and observations and make a welcome change from some of the dull legal and official documents that preceded them. Many of the early travellers who undertook these journeys were caught up in a period of enlightenment, interested in matters of scientific curiosity such as flora, fauna, geology, antiquities or local traditions. Some were more interested in recording contemporary people and places. Later, thanks partly to publicity from the travels of Dr Johnson and James Boswell in 1773 (Levi 1984), journeys through the Western Isles seem to have become a tourist ‘must do’ for those with sufficient means, although Johnson and Boswell themselves never reached the Small Isles on account of bad weather. The Highlands opened up as a new recreational vista which was able to satisfy the various appetites of those who perceived it as a strange and distant world.


Some travellers were rather patronising in their accounts. There was a tendency to comment on the islanders as being primitive in terms of their living conditions and their habits (and especially their hygiene), as though they were museum exhibits from a different culture. For such writers a blackhouse was not something of constructional or even ethnographic interest, but rather a dingy smoke-filled hovel within which people were obliged to live. Many of these sources are useful not simply in presenting a picture of the islands in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but in showing that in many respects little had changed over the previous centuries. The descriptions, particularly those on land use, could just as well have been applied to the Middle Ages or an even earlier era. It was a picture that began to be erased only from the late nineteenth century through developments in transport, technology and social mobility.


Apart from A.O. Anderson’s Early Sources of Scottish History, first published in 1922, which is a starting point for the early Christian sources, useful works include Donald Monro’s A Description of the Occidental i.e. Western Islands of Scotland (1549) and Martin Martin’s A Description of the Western Islands of Scotland circa 1695 (both in Withers and Munro 1999), and especially Thomas Pennant’s A Tour in Scotland and Voyage to the Hebrides, 1772 (Pennant 1776). The late eighteenth-century naturalist and traveller Edward Daniel Clarke also recorded some unique descriptions (Otter 1825). Later works of note include Edwin Waugh’s The Limping Pilgrim (1883) and the geologist Hugh Miller’s record of a voyage around the Hebrides undertaken in 1845, The Cruise of the Betsey (1862). Both writers spent some time on the islands as opposed to just passing through.


More recent works include Denis Rixson’s The Small Isles (2001), which is an enviable compilation of historical sources drawn together to create a thematic history of the islands; also his Hebridean Traveller (2004), which takes a wider geographical perspective. The present author’s own The Small Isles (2016) formalised the substantial academic and survey endeavours carried out by the erstwhile Royal Commission on the islands since 1925 into a single volume covering the archaeology of the island chronologically in some depth. Much of the information underpins this book, which is intended as a more practical companion. In some more specialist areas, such as the study of carved crosses in the wider context of the early Christian West, Ian Fisher’s comprehensive Early Medieval Sculpture in the West Highlands and Islands (2001) is to be recommended, as is Mary Miers’ The Western Seaboard (2008) for details of historical architectural matters. Peter Hill’s reminiscences Stargazing: Memoirs of a Young Lighthouse Keeper (2003) will give a flavour of both the weather and the seascape around the islands.


Prehistory


The earliest known site lies on the eastern side of Rum at Kinloch Fields, where bloodstone was worked from Mesolithic times some 9,000 years ago. Excavation has shown the site to have been used seasonally by a transient population, the traces of which survive only as a scatter of material and occupation debris. There is no longer anything to see, but bloodstone pebbles can sometimes be collected off the shore on the south and south-west parts of the island having been washed down from the mountains. These early folk may have considered that bloodstone’s rich colouring gave their arrowheads special powers during hunting, or somehow enhanced their scrapers and blades when working wood or skins. Historically it has been surrounded by superstition.


There are a number of prehistoric burial remains in outlying parts of the islands, often quite substantial and located in prominent positions, their visibility making them a target for antiquarians who plundered them under the guise of archaeological investigation. The consequences of such activity are at their most frustrating on Eigg, where the late nineteenth-century owners, the MacPherson family, appear to have dug into anything remotely resembling an ancient burial mound and selectively removed whatever they found interesting. Items they found less interesting seem to have been discarded, as presumably were any human remains that accompanied them. By any definition it was a form of treasure hunting, but it was also the accepted antiquarian culture of the day and was rife in most places during the nineteenth century. On Eigg it did at least yield and safeguard a Viking sword now in the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh and a series of prehistoric pottery vessel fragments, allowing us to evidence the various period cultures that existed there.


Most early settlement sites seem to have been spared the interest of antiquarians, presumably because they were unlikely to contain objects of intrinsic value. Eigg probably has the best survivor in the form of a likely Neolithic house outline at Galmisdale dated to around 3000 bc, but judging from pottery types recovered from mounds on Canna there are similarly dated sites there too.


Bronze Age sites abound, especially in the high moorlands on the west side of Canna and the east side of Eigg, where the vestiges of stone hut circle walls, enclosures and boundaries protrude through the blanket peat. The term ‘hut’ tends to be used for want of a more precise definition, given that it is applied to buildings that addressed a variety of functions. Some may have been domestic, others may have been used for farming or storage purposes. In general they are circular, typically between 7 and 10m in diameter, although some can be more ovaloid. The walls tend to be thick, up to 1m wide, presumably to take the weight of a low roof. They attest to complexes of small farming units dating back to the Bronze Age.


A little later is the souterrain on Canna, an underground passageway leading to a chamber. Sometimes known as ‘earth houses’, these monuments tend to belong to the Iron Age and are best seen as storage areas for food or other materials as opposed to habitation. More bizarre, and less easy to date – in fact, less easy even to describe – is a remote site on the east-facing cliffs on Eigg known as the ‘Oracle Cave’. This is an impressive natural feature with a modified entrance near the top of the cliff at Sron na h-Iolaire. It has the reputation of being not only a ritual site but also the anecdotal eighteenth-century meeting place of a pair of lovers from two warring families in the mould of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.


One surprising source of evidence for prehistoric settlement is the humble rabbit. Buried structures tend to be full of voids and soft soils from disturbed settlement activity and make a convenient habitat for burrowing animals. Rabbits have been rife on Canna and Eigg and their activities have tended to create small piles of burrowing upcast or ‘scrat’ at the entrances to their warrens. This upcast is a valuable source of archaeological material, mostly pottery which has been scraped up and can be diagnostic of particular periods and cultures. Prehistoric pottery from the Neolithic and the Beaker Period (Bronze Age) has been found in scrats beside several earthen mounds and allows the sites to be classified accordingly. Since rabbits have not been introduced on Muck this particular pointer to material culture is absent there, with the result that Muck artificially appears less well endowed in the archaeological record than the other islands.


Not all archaeological sites have been recognised from excavation, survey or even rabbit activity. Some discoveries are due to serendipity and are completely random. A case in point is the Bronze Age metal workshop identified on Eigg, which is one of the few known such sites in Scotland. This was found by complete accident when someone digging a grave to bury the family cat came across bronze-working debris. On Rum bloodstone debitage from fashioning blades and scrapers dating back to hunter-gathering communities came to light during ploughing, not through systematic survey, and ignited a major archaeological investigation.


A number of early monuments stand out in the landscape, and intentionally so. These are the promontory ‘forts’, so called because they sit on coastal promontories and possess attributes that are perceived as being in some way military, such as defensive ramparts, outer protective walling and fortifications. All utilise existing geological outcrops on or near the shoreline, usually with a natural sheer cliff face and an access point on the landward side. The access point has in most cases been narrowed down by walling and protected by excavated ditches and ramparts. Several appear to have the remnants of small structures inside. They belong to the Iron Age (very broadly 800 bc to ad 100). Some dominate the coastline, most notably at Caisteal an Duin Bhain on Muck, overlooking the harbour; others are less impressive, but all are in prominent positions and are easily visible from the sea. It is possible that the enigmatic ‘Oracle Cave’ may belong to the same period and genre.


The function of these modified promontories is still open to discussion, but the idea that they were intended for warfare is now losing credibility. They are located in places where coastal outcrops happen to exist rather than those which might have strategic significance for military or defensive purposes. There is some reason to think they were used as refuges in times of danger, but this would have offered little military advantage. A community barricaded inside would risk being starved to death while an invading enemy marauded round about, burning and looting. Moreover, the site at Corragan Mor on Eigg is situated in such a precipitous place that it can barely be accessed even by islanders from the landward side. The Ordnance Survey maps still refer to these sites as ‘forts’, but it is unlikely that they possessed any military capability. What is significant, however, is that the modelling and enhancement of natural features on this scale can be argued to indicate the presence of an organised community under direct leadership. These ‘forts’ are visible testimony to power and control and might best be seen as deterrents to any passing boats with malicious intent.


Christian impact


The first documentary sources are the product of early Christian activity, which was the conduit through which literacy began to flow, notably from Iona, which had become one of the hubs for Christian missionary activity in western Scotland. Other centres included Whithorn and the Isle of Man, but all had their roots in the common culture of Celtic Christianity. Often alluded to as ‘The Age of Saints’, this was the period, from the later sixth century, when monks travelling northwards through the Hebridean waterways may have been a relatively common sight as they sought to find retreats and spread their mission. Some of these monks were individual eremites seeking out isolated places in order to follow a life of austerity and piety; others were cenobitic, groups of monks setting out to establish more permanent communities from where the Christian mission could be preached more widely. The Small Isles were in an awkward position politically, lying in a type of bandit country between feuding Pictish and Dalriadic tribes, but the islands nevertheless had their fair share of ecclesiastical establishments according to the brief references in the historical record. These references were made by monastic scribes and typically occur in various early chronicles, martyrologies and hagiographies (lives of saints), which often mention little more than a place and a name, sometimes a date. From these sources we hear of the monk Beccan who was reputed to have been a poet on Rum, of Columba himself in a place called ‘Hinba’, argued by some to be on Canna, and of Donnan on Eigg. Donnan achieved greater press having been martyred on the island, where the location of his death, Kildonnan, bears his name. In all four islands the importance of place is very clear. Donnan’s mission was continued at Kildonnan by the monk Baithne, and the site developed an enhanced status through into the Middle Ages as an important Christian and ceremonial centre with noble patronage. These references to monks are amplified in the chapters that follow. There will almost certainly have been other active ecclesiastics who escaped the historical record and whose place in history has not therefore survived.


To these few references can be added a number of placenames which stand out as belonging to this era. The most common are those with the ‘kil-’ element, almost certainly derived from Gaelic ‘Cille’, meaning chapel or cell. These include ‘Keill’ on Canna, ‘Kiel’ on Muck, ‘Kildonnan’ on Eigg and ‘Kilmory’ on Rum. The names tend to be in areas associated with long-standing Christian burial. ‘Papadil’, the name of a small township located in one of the more remote areas of Rum, is a Norse word meaning valley or glen of the ‘papa’ or priests, suggesting there may have been an established religious community there known to the Norsemen in the ninth or tenth centuries. By contrast the name ‘Sgorr nam Ban-naomha’, attached to a site located on an almost inaccessible terrace on Canna, has the meaning ‘Cliff of the Holy Women’ and relates to a series of structural remains characteristic of a monastic arrangement of early Celtic type. The likelihood of it being a nunnery makes it all the more intriguing. To these can be added a small number of reputedly ‘holy’ wells and springs, such as St Columba’s well on Eigg, to which are attached numerous anecdotes and tales.




Evidence for early Christian activity is more tangibly provided by the presence of sculptured stone found on all four islands. These survivors are likely to be just a small proportion of those originally created, having lasted by chance through the havoc wreaked by Vikings and the later disruption brought about by the sixteenth-century Reformation and the nineteenth-century Clearances. Two of the surviving carvings show that cultural influences other than Christianity were also at play: the figural, animal and secular depictions on the standing cross at Keill on Canna and on one of the Eigg crosses. Neither would be out of place in the ninth or tenth century, and both testify to a persisting level of Christian worship in the area despite the Viking savagery recorded earlier on Iona. Raiding undoubtedly occurred in monastic outposts other than Iona, given that monasteries were poorly defended and the pickings were good, although no raids as such are recorded for the Small Isles. These raids nevertheless prefigured a more organised Norse settlement in the Hebrides, one which either absorbed Christianity or provided it with a degree of patronage which may be reflected in the survival of the Canna cross. Whatever pre-Viking structure of control or ownership may have existed at the time was probably simply absorbed under a new ruling Norse elite, such that to most islanders there was little change. It hardly mattered to them whether the person to whom they owed rent (and probably never saw) was Gaelic, Norse or Scottish.


There is a currently a total of around twenty-six carved stones on the islands that relate to this broad early Christian period and these are described in the respective chapters below. Sixteen are from Canna, six from Eigg and two each from Muck and Rum. Most are fragmentary. With one exception all were recovered from or near to known graveyard sites. The exception is the simple inscribed cross shaft at Bagh na h-Uamha on Rum. This was found on the shore lying in the sand at low tide in front of a cave. Given its weight, it is unlikely to have been washed very far from its original location. Apart from the fine standing cross with complex incised decoration at Keill on Canna, few of the examples are likely to be in situ. Many feature much simpler early incised crosses or more complex cross heads but all are either fragmented or moved from their original positions. Those that survive are probably only a fraction of those originally held on the islands. We know, for example, that at Keill on Canna in the early nineteenth century many gravestones and memorials were robbed and used in the walling for containing the flocks of sheep that would soon populate the island. We are told, too, that the islanders secretly took some of the best pieces of carved stone and buried them to keep them safe.


Norse impact


From Norse times onwards our understanding of human life throughout the Scottish islands becomes clearer. Norse control of the islands was probably achieved during the ninth century, their landscapes being populated by dispersed farms which practised a mixed economy, namely one that combined the husbandry of a few animals and the growing of crops on a small scale. During the summer months the animals would be moved from the intensively cultivated lower land adjacent to dwellings and up to higher pastures, in order to take advantage of the summer grazing. It was probably these traditions that broadly underpinned island life in the subsequent centuries, providing testimony to Norse influence in a more enduring way than the few physical objects that survive. Life followed a cycle of island tradition – farming, fowling, fishing and animal husbandry – that had been established over the centuries and took into account what was possible and practicable given the quality of a landscape set in a raw climate dominated by wind and rain. The pattern of how things were done and when they were done had been long established, probably back in late prehistory, and represented a strict survival routine that was not open to divergence other than by technological innovation. By around ad 1200 the concept of dispersed farmsteads was being replaced by small nucleated settlements or groups of dwellings later known as townships, or ‘tunships’, where life relied more heavily on community involvement. It is difficult to pin down exactly when, or why, this occurred.


It was not until the later eighteenth century that technology finally reared its head within this system, in the use, for example, of different types of plough, threshing machines or even tile drainage pipes instead of lazy bed furrows. Before that time, for a man to vary the methods used by his father, his father before him and his father before that would have been to risk the very survival of life on the island. It is fairly safe to assume that until then farming practices were of long standing and had been determined purely on environmental grounds. The deep suspicion with which islanders treated the arrival of the potato itself – a food source which was later to stave off starvation and save lives – typifies their unfaltering trust in tradition and their reluctance to absorb new ideas.


Unfortunately, because the farming cycle was so prescriptive, it was easily derailed by poor weather, bad harvests or disease. Family life cannot have been easy by any stretch of the imagination; it often entailed spending the whole summer preparing for winter to the exclusion of everything else. The Franciscan priest Cornelius Ward who travelled to Canna around 1625 was upset to find that his preaching had little effect on the islanders. ‘They were’, he said, ‘intent on the crops, not their salvation, and, as it was autumn, they paid more attention to the harvest than to their souls.’


The same long-standing traditions also saw the embedding and persistence of Norse placenames, which are common but far from exclusive in the Small Isles. Numerous Gaelic names together with those which contained elements of both cultures reflect a general admixture of Irish, Gaelic and Norse. Many names have changed or become corrupted over time, not least by a trend towards re-Gaelicisation. Moreover, the names that have come through to us today were recorded by the Ordnance Survey in the nineteenth century. At that time the Ordnance Survey was a quasi-military body and placenames for mapping purposes were collected by foot soldiers of unknown educational background who were sent out into the field to gather information from local inhabitants. These were recorded in ‘name books’ and later found their way onto map sheets. The spellings of the names, or even the names themselves, depended very much on who gave the information and how the words were ultimately written down. In some instances the names had only ever been used orally. Moreover, the collecting of names occurred well after the Clearances in the first half of the nineteenth century, when many of the folk who were familiar with traditional names had left or been driven out. Placename study is not an exact science, as is well illustrated by the comments of the Rev. Donald McLean in the first Statistical Account, in which he noted that ‘there are names of places, which the present inhabitants do not fully understand, that seem to be derived from a language or languages to them unknown; but supposed to be Danish’.


To make matters even more interesting (and confusing) he pointed out that each island had two sets of names, one for use when on land and one for use when at sea. Superstition dictated that it was bad luck to use the wrong one. The reason for this is unclear, although it seems to have been part of a more major fear of the sea’s supernatural powers. These names also included seemingly arbitrary points at sea which could be triangulated from landmarks on the shore – for example, to mark where fishing might be particularly good. Inadvertent use of the wrong name could cause a fishing venture to be abandoned for fear of drowning. The first Statistical Account lists the sea names that were known: Eigg was referred to as ‘Eillan nan Banmore’ (Island of the Great Women), Rum was called ‘Riogachd na Forraiste Fiadhaich’ (Kingdom of the Wild Forest), Canna was called ‘An t’Eilean Tarsainn’ (The Island Lying Across) and Muck was known as ‘Tirr Chrainne’ (Pig Island). All appear to be Gaelic-derived without Norse antecedents.


The surviving names of undeniable Norse origin tend to be those which refer to topographical features such as headlands, valleys or slopes, or to a few habitative elements relating to farms or dwellings. The fact that the names were applied in a Norse tongue does not indicate anything more than a Norse influence that may have been dominant; it does not necessarily imply that the land was flooded by Norse people. All that was needed to maintain control was the establishment of selective settlements for a few leading Norse families. By the time of the erection of the Canna cross with its mixture of iconographies the days of hostility from the open seas were well past. The islands were now evolving to be populated by folk with more diverse cultural backgrounds whose ethnic differences diminished as time passed and intermarriage took place.


It is interesting that so few of the Norse placenames on the islands have a prefix derived from a Norse personal name. This would support the view that the Norse population was in the minority even if its political influence was dominant, which would also explain why the tangible survival of Norse remains is remarkably low. The main artefacts discovered are from Eigg and consist of a sword and two wooden stem posts from a clinker-built vessel scientifically dated to around the tenth century. The Norse were first to introduce clinker-built boats of this type, which were faster than the skin boats or dugouts that had hitherto been used around the islands, as well as being considerably more sophisticated in construction and seaworthiness.


Boats were an important component of island life. Our modern perception of islands is one of remoteness, for the simple reason that they lie outside a vehicular road network. In earlier times they were not considered remote because they were part of a seaways infrastructure which facilitated travel, communication and subsistence. Island life was not just better suited to maritime communication than it is today, it relied upon it, movement from one island to the next being frequent and routine. The sea provided a thoroughfare, not an obstacle, especially in the summer months.


Understanding the nature and unpredictability of the sea and its tides would have been second nature to islanders. Fish was, after all, a staple part of their diet. The fact that one of their most fruitful places for catching seals was among the dangerous currents far out at Hyskeir says much for their boatmanship and tenacity. By contrast, roads or pathways seem to have been relatively neglected. Scotland was a country upon which, according to the ever-cynical Johnson, ‘perhaps no wheel has ever rolled’. He may have been correct; islands looked outward to the sea, not inward to the land.


Given the importance of sea travel for the islanders, evidence for early harbours and jetties is surprisingly difficult to find. Many landing places may have relied on natural rock outcrops, possibly modified with additional material at sheltered points around the coast. Not far away from the findspot of the wooden boat stems on Eigg there is a rock formation traditionally referred to as a landing place. It is unclear the extent to which this has been modified or even canalised, but some opinion sees it as a deliberately fashioned feature of the Viking Age.


With such a tradition of Norse influence it is surprising that only one likely Norse dwelling has been identified in the Small Isles, on Muck, but is unexcavated and hence unproven. There will doubtless be others whose remains lie under successive generations of later buildings and have yet to be found. That said, we have a very poor archaeological return for a group of islands relatively rich in Norse placenames and lying on the edge of the main Norse shipping lanes along the west coast of Scotland. It again supports the view that the islands were more Norse-influenced than Norse-populated.


Norse influence was more keenly reflected in the Norse-derived system of landholding that was used during this period in much of the Highlands and Islands and which continued until the eighteenth century. This was a land-division system based on units known as ‘ouncelands’ and its subdivision ‘pennylands’ which was widely deployed and which survives, for example, on Eigg in the name ‘Five Pennies’. Ouncelands represented units of land quality rather than land area, Rum being valued at one ounceland, the same as the much smaller Muck. Eigg was by far the most valuable in this respect, at five ouncelands, with Canna at two and a half. This goes some way to explaining why of the four islands Eigg was seen as so important.


Ouncelands not only formed the basis of a rental or taxation system but may also have covered a wider allocation of rights and privileges for various resources such as harvesting of seaweed, fowling or hunting. These may sound like trivial perks but were important subsistence factors during times of the year when food was short. The shoreline could provide rich pickings of shellfish or fish from traps. Cliffs were traditionally good sources of seafowl and their eggs, despite the inherent dangers in collection. Travelling through the islands in 1845, geologist Hugh Miller noted that the people of Eigg had once been ‘bold cragsmen’ but that they no longer ‘peril life and limb for the mere sake of a meal, save when they cannot help it’. He ascribed this to the introduction of the potato, which made fowling redundant other than for recreation.


Medieval and post-medieval landscapes


The documented history of the Middle Ages and beyond is one of clans and warlords and is confusing at the best of times. To the layperson it seems littered with a bewildering vocabulary of titles such as factors, tacksmen, baillies and proprietors, and a plethora of unpronounceable names in a context of alliances, dynasties, treaties and clan disputes within a constantly changing political landscape.


The picture is both vague and complex. Around the twelfth century the Small Isles, together with parts of Argyll and the Western Isles, but with the exception of Skye, became part of lands governed by the Lordship of the Isles and thus embroiled in the political disturbances that accompanied it. This lordship was ostensibly still under Norwegian sovereignty but later morphed into a Norse–Gaelic overlordship founded by the House of Somerled, taking the form of what might justifiably be referred to as a rogue state. Although Somerled was killed in 1164 and Norwegian sovereignty effectively ended at the Battle of Largs in 1263, the lordship continued independently, albeit with some difficulty, until 1493, when it finally succumbed at the hands of James IV, King of Scotland.


During the earlier part of this lordship, surviving documentation suggests that Eigg and Rum were both significant parts of the estate and continued to be important to various claimants, including the Earldom of Orkney but more significantly the Kingdom of Man, where the rivalry of different factions culminated in control being vested through the MacRuari branch of Somerled’s dynasty. The two islands were central to a powerful domain and may have been useful bargaining chips between rivals in the continuing power struggles between different factions, Eigg in particular, given its traditional religious status and its central geographical position.


Contrastingly, Canna and Muck seem to have been under ecclesiastical ownership. Muck was almost certainly under the control of the Bishop of the Isles, based on Iona from around the seventh century, and later under that of the Bishop of Man and Sodor (the Western Isles). Canna is alluded to in a papal bull of 1203, which suggests that it too belonged to the Church. This is hardly conclusive evidence, but the fact that the two pairs of islands tend to be referred to separately in documents suggests that they were under different controlling influences, even although both nominally bowed to Norse sovereignty until Largs in 1263.


The lordship was powerful in the region into the fourteenth century and controlled the areas now known as the Uists, Barra, Rum, Eigg and parts of the western seaboard of Argyll, but not Canna and Muck. Its lands passed through marriage to the Clanranalds, who held them through to the nineteenth century. It seems that the Clanranald branch of the family may also have viewed Eigg as a place of political advantage in view of its religious importance and the status that would be acquired through patronage of it. Rum was a different matter altogether, its only merit being its deer and its hunting potential. Hunting would satisfy the sporting interests of society’s upper echelons and was a popular pursuit depicted on the carved crosses on both Canna and Eigg. It is not inconceivable that Rum was used as some kind of sporting estate for the leading families and their chieftain. If its early name of ‘Kingdom of the Wild Forests’ is anything to go by, it would have provided a natural habitat in which deer could thrive and become quarry for those who enjoyed hunting them.


Hunting is certainly attested on Rum in the form of deer traps, or ‘tynchells’. These consisted of pairs of walling or scree lines built in a simple funnel shape running for distances up into the mountains. Deer were driven into the wide mouth of the funnel by dogs and chased down into the narrow part where they became trapped in a small enclosure and were slaughtered. Building these and organising the hunt itself would have required a level of manpower and authority unlikely to have been provided by Rum on its own.


By the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries uncertainty and division were increasing throughout the Western Isles. The Reformation saw Church estates appropriated by secular powers, both Canna and Muck being taken into lay ownership. Canna became part of the Kingdom of Argyll but was leased out to the Clanranald family, while Muck passed through the hands of several families before ending up under the MacLeans of Coll. Rum also passed to the MacLeans of Coll at some point in the fifteenth or sixteenth century. Being no longer part of a larger estate its value as a hunting reserve may have diminished and the deforestation required for alternative land use may have reduced the wooded habitat necessary for deer. Eigg was the only one of the islands to be under consistent ownership throughout, remaining the property of the Clanranalds until early in the nineteenth century.


During this period of clan division, and to some extent because of it, a major catastrophe took place on Eigg, probably in 1577. This is usually referred to as the ‘Cave Massacre’ and relates to a long-standing feud between the islanders and the MacLeods from Harris, details of which are discussed in Chapter 2. In brief, it is said that the islanders all took refuge in a cave at the south of the island to avoid retribution for an incident in which they had murdered some of the MacLeods. Their hiding place was spotted and the MacLeods lit a fire at the entrance to the cave, suffocating all those inside with the smoke. Questions remain as to how many islanders perished and the effect the massacre had on the community thereafter. Accounts of the event vary and details of the incident no doubt became embellished over time.


This was not the only serious incident to have occurred. Barely a decade later the four islands were recorded as having been attacked by Lachlan MacLean of Duart, allegedly in harness with Spanish soldiers from a wrecked Spanish galleon at Tobermory on Mull. This was a revenge attack provoked by the Clanranalds’ participation in acts of desecration on Iona. All four islands were ‘wrecked and spoiled’, according to a late sixteenth-century account. Families that survived the burning of their homes were put to the sword. Again, there are questions regarding numbers and the effects of the attack.
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