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Foreword


BY KATE MACPHEE


I look upon it as a privilege to help to bring more into prominence the outstanding integrity and personal charm of the author of this book, having spent the latter years of my school career under his tuition.


I was born in Garrynamonie in the parish of Daliburgh in the island of South Uist in the Outer Hebrides, within yards of Mr Rea’s school, and entered it at the early age of four and a half unable to speak a word of English. But as the Infant and Primary teachers were native Gaelic speakers, we progressed slowly but well. Reaching the highest division of the school under Mr Rea’s tuition seemed to me a great achievement.


At this time Mr Rea had returned to Garrynamonie school, of which he had been head teacher from 1890 to 1894, after some years’ absence in England, his native country. How he must have loved the place to return once more! His wife was a charming and good woman, and must have helped a lot to make his work so successful.


In my opinion a child begins, at school age, to think more effectively as regards people and events that happen around it. I thought of Mr Rea as a most wonderful and interesting teacher; dedicated to his profession, I decided in later years, when one feels more mature to judge. Coming from an industrial town in the Midlands of England to South Uist in those days was indeed a contrast, especially when poverty was common and luxuries such as are accepted by present-day standards unknown. At Garrynamonie school he had no knowledge of his pupils’ language, and conditions were primitive, but he accepted all this with sincerity and a desire to do good work. With a purpose so undaunted, he worked efficiently and successfully. He was a strict but just disciplinarian. Everyday routine lessons were full of interest, and his geography lessons carried our imagination into lands beyond our dreams. He created in us an intense love of reading – and on this subject we owed a deep sense of gratitude to a member of the Coats family of Paisley who endowed our island schools with small libraries.


Athletic events and games were not neglected. The boys were taught football and cricket and the annual ‘camanachd’ (shinty) match played on New Year’s Day by rival teams was eagerly welcomed by young and old alike. One game we girls desperately wanted to play was cricket, so we faithfully watched the boys being taught, and then practised on our own. Mr Rea must have been so amused that he arranged a match between the boys and girls. When the great day arrived, the girls, believe it or not, won, much to the chagrin and discomfiture of the boys. Not only that, but they drove us off the field in a shower of ‘pluic’ (clods of earth) accompanied by shouts of ‘clann an d––l’. However, they were severely reprimanded by Mr Rea and were taught that such behaviour was ‘not cricket’!


We loved it when peat-lifting time came round, and the highest classes turned out to help. We were amply rewarded by a generous supply of sweets. As this was a case of ‘many hands make light work’, we set to work enjoying so much the sun and open-air freedom.


Evening classes were held during the winter months, and were well attended, Mr Rea taking chiefly the three R’s and navigation, and his wife needlework and knitting. Gaelic was taught by Miss Marion McAskill of Pollachar and as a concession some of us were allowed to attend for the duration of the Gaelic lesson only. This, however, qualified us for permission to attend the country and Highland dancing session held once a week. The former was taught by a dancing teacher from Perth who used to bring her own violinist, the latter by Mr Donald (Bàn) MacDonald from Daliburgh, a renowned piper and exponent of Highland dancing. Needless to say, these were well attended.


I left Garrynamonie school in 1909 to enter Oban High School, and eventually the Teachers’ Training College. But I have retained to the present day my friendship with Mr Rea’s family, particularly with his eldest daughter Joyce, who was a class-mate of mine at Garrynamonie school. They, too, have always retained a deep love of South Uist, with happy memories of their childhood there. It was for them that Mr Rea wrote down these reminiscences in 1927.


In my later years as a teacher, Mr Rea’s wonderful example and methods helped me very much. His adaptability to difficult conditions was, in my opinion, the keystone of his success. And no one ever heard him complain. I therefore esteem it a great privilege to add my tribute to a beloved teacher and a wonderful personality. His epitaph, were I presumptuous enough to put forward one, would surely be: ‘Well done, thou good and faithful servant.’




Introduction


BY JOHN LORNE CAMPBELL


The island of South Uist lies in the chain of the Outer Hebrides, sixty miles and more from the Scottish mainland. South Uist is about twenty-two miles long and six or seven miles broad, studded with innumerable fresh-water lochs and sea inlets. On its east coast there is a chain of hills rising to two thousand feet; its western side consists largely of low sandy ground called ‘machair’. This is good grazing, but very much exposed to the frequent Atlantic storms.


In 1890 the island of South Uist, along with the islands of Benbecula and Eriskay, formed a School Board district with a total population of 5821, of whom 3430 spoke Gaelic as their only language and 2102 were bilingual in Gaelic and English. Of the remaining 289 persons whom the census of 1891 recorded as speaking English only, many must have been visitors or seamen or fishermen on vessels in local harbours. Very few persons then resident in Uist can have been entirely ignorant of Gaelic, which was then essential for anyone doing business on the island.


The social stratification then existing in South Uist, as in other parts of the Hebrides, corresponded to what can still be found in southern Italy or southern Spain or parts of Latin America. That is to say there was a wealthy absentee proprietrix, Lady Gordon Cathcart, who lived an existence remote from that of her tenants and employees; a very small middle class consisting of her representative or factor on the island and his subordinates; the clergy (three Roman Catholic priests and a Church of Scotland minister); about half a dozen big farmers holding leases from the estate; and the doctor, a few merchants, hotel-keepers, schoolmasters and government officials. Nearly all the members of this middle class were bilingual, though there was no statutory obligation on the authorities to appoint bilingual officials to Gaelic-speaking parts of the Highlands and Islands.* The third stratum or layer of local society, the vast bulk of the population, consisted of Gaelic-speaking crofters who had been tenants-at-will until the passing of the Crofters’ Act in 1886, and cottars or landless labourers. The ratio of the different classes can be best appreciated from a study of the statistics of the 1891 census relating to the number of windows in the houses in South Uist and Benbecula. These figures record that in that year there were three houses in the district with no windows at all, 151 with only one window, 677 with only two windows, 286 with only three, thirty-three with four, and only twenty-two with five windows. Thirty-one houses had from six to nine windows; only ten had ten windows or more.


Seventy odd years ago South Uist was almost as inaccessible from the mainland of Scotland as the Faeroes are today. The only link was a very small steamer which then sailed from Oban in Argyllshire, stopping at other islands on the way. Such a crossing is graphically described by Mr Rea, the author of these memoirs. Few visitors braved the discomfort of crossing the stormy waters of the Minch apart from a few sportsmen and game fishermen or persons who had strong personal or business reasons for going to South Uist. I know of no Englishman having gone to the island to take up prolonged residence there before Rea went to take up the position of head teacher at Garrynamonie school at the end of 1889. South Uist now has electric light, water supplies, aeroplane and bus services, a causeway to Benbecula, a seaweed factory, a tweed mill, and a rocket range: Rea went to live there at a time when most of these things had not even been thought of, and when even the appearance of a pedal bicycle was a surprise sufficient to send the island’s horses and cattle careering in panic. The traditional self-sufficient life of the people, sustained by such craftsmen as the local smith and stonemason and the itinerant tailor, was still in full vigour. So was their traditional oral Gaelic literature and folksong, of which Fr Allan McDonald, in whose parish of Daliburgh Garrynamonie school is situated, was then making his fine collection. Impoverished though many of the people then were, their lives contained many elements of great interest to the folklorist and to the social historian: in many ways Uist was still a microcosm of the Highlands of the eighteenth century: even today it preserves a greater amount of Gaelic tradition than any other part of Scotland. Rea was an intelligent, sympathetic and observant man, and his description of South Uist life as it was in the 1890s is of great value and interest, much more so than are the impressions of passing visitors.


Rea’s appointment to the position of head teacher at Garrynamonie school in the southern part of South Uist had a background in local politics. Under the Education Act of 1872, education became compulsory in Scotland, and became publicly financed and directed. On the local level, it was administered by elected School Boards, who had the task of supervising the schools and appointing teachers from applicants possessed of the required qualifications. Rea’s appointment to the head teachership at Garrynamonie in 1889 was something of a sensational innovation; not because he was the first Englishman to be appointed to such a position in South Uist, but because he was the first Catholic to be officially appointed to a headmastership there since the Reformation.


Local tradition asserts that South Uist has been continuously Catholic since the time of St Columba. During the two generations that followed the Scottish Reformation (1560) formal Catholic observances on the island lapsed, to be revived by the heroic Irish Franciscan missionaries Fr Cornelius Ward and Fr Patrick Hegarty,* the former of whom in 1626 converted the newly appointed first Protestant minister of South Uist, Ranald MacDonald, and took him away to be trained for the priesthood at Douai – remarkably enough the first Protestant minister and the first secular Catholic priest of South Uist after the Reformation are one and the same person. Thereafter the islanders remained steadfast, even after their traditional chiefs, the MacDonalds of Clanranald, who had been staunch Jacobites in 1715 and 1745, had abandoned the Faith.


Fr Allan McDonald had been appointed parish priest of Daliburgh in July 1884.† In October of the same year he had been co-opted a member of the South Uist School Board, to which he was re-elected in the early spring of 1888. Sectarianism is happily no longer an issue in the politics of South Uist; but in the 1870s and 1880s things were very different. The grievances of the Catholic population were expressed in a letter written by Bishop Angus MacDonald, himself a scion of an old Highland landowning family, the MacDonalds of Glenaladale, to the Crofters’ Commission of 1883, which is printed in the Appendix to their report, published in 1884. His letter is dated 19th May 1883:


I refer to the way in which the Catholics (i.e. the great bulk of the population) of South Uist and Barra have been dealt with in educational matters, in being refused Catholic teachers in schools attended almost exclusively by Catholic children. It is not my wish, and it is not necessary to discuss the question of the propriety of combining or dissociating secular and religious instruction. As the law has been laid down by the Education Act of 1872, the decision of that, in each specific case, rests with the ratepayers, through the members they may appoint to represent their wishes. What I wish to explain is that the wishes of the ratepayers have been systematically ignored, and all educational questions settled for them by the factor,* and a very small non-Catholic minority.


Besides this special grievance, I believe that a statement of this case will tend to show the existence of a widespread evil, in the dependent and degrading position in which such tenants are apt to be placed – with no security of tenure, no guarantee against removal at will, and with the fear constantly hanging over them, that if they venture to assert their rights they may be made to suffer for it, without having the power to obtain redress. Nothing could be conceived more certain than this position to foster a low and cringing disposition, or more opposed to the formation of a manly, independent, enterprising spirit . . .


My present official connection with this part of the West Highlands† began in May, 1878. I was much surprised to find, amongst other things, that the whole management of educational matters was practically in the hands of a very small non-Catholic minority, who in no ways represented the feelings or wishes of the immense majority of the people. The method in which School Board members were appointed seemed to be that this minority held a meeting, and settled the whole matter for themselves. They were in the habit of leaving one or two seats to the Catholic clergy, taking care, however, to reserve to themselves the great majority of the seats, so that, with a certain show of liberality, they retained the whole administrative power in their hands. Further, they never seem to have thought it worth while to consider the wishes of the people in the selection of teachers – such a thing as a Catholic teacher in these almost entirely Catholic islands being at that time utterly unknown. On the other hand, the people earnestly desired to have teachers who would be qualified to give their children sound religious as well as secular instruction; but they were helpless to obtain this. They had the law on their side, but it was practically a dead letter. They dared not enforce it. In other Catholic districts on the mainland, Catholics had their feelings invariably respected by boards composed mainly of non-Catholic members. Here, where they could have by their votes secured a majority of seats and then looked after their own interests, they were deterred by fear from exercising that right . . .


The fear, in fact, that if they exercised the right to elect a School Board with a Catholic majority, and appoint Catholic teachers to the schools, they would earn the instant and severe displeasure of the estate management, which would retaliate by evicting at least the supposed non-clerical ringleaders who had voted, and encouraged others to vote, against the members of the School Board supported by the estate, who in Uist consisted of the factor, the big farmers, and the Church of Scotland minister: really a kind of Protestant ascendancy oligarchy.


Bishop Angus MacDonald went on to say that in 1879 he had written to the proprietrix, Lady Gordon Cathcart, asking her for an assurance of neutrality on her part in the matter of the election of School Boards and of the appointment of Catholic teachers. He thought he had received this, but ‘subsequent events have sadly undeceived me’.


Whenever a new school was opened [under the 1872 Education Act, which introduced compulsory education] in South Uist, or a vacancy occurred in those which had been in operation, the requests of the Catholics for Catholic teachers was laid before the Board. The practical result was that the claim was usually ignored. If, in some cases, it was agreed to get a Catholic teacher, the simple method of leaving the negotiations to the Catholic members was not permitted, and media of advertisement were employed which practically neutralized the Board’s consent.


It is hardly surprising that, when matters were administered in such a spirit, an unfavourable construction suggested itself in explanation of several unpleasant matters which occurred. For example, during the time that there was question of appointing teachers for certain Board schools in Uist, on two occasions the notice of meeting sent to the Rev. Donald Mackintosh, Benbecula, the only active Catholic member, was misdated by one day, bringing him to the appointed place just too late to take part in the proceedings. Again, an application presented by a Catholic male teacher was never produced at the meeting. Although known to have been sent, it must in some extraordinary way have miscarried, for the clerk declared that he had never received it . . .


Bishop Angus MacDonald concluded his letter by saying that in view of the fact that the same lack of freedom and security had prevented the Uist and Barra people from voting according to their wishes in 1882, the appointment of the Royal Commission to inquire into the condition of the crofters and cottars of the Highlands and Islands presented an opportunity for obtaining redress of these grievances.


The argument may be summed up in a few words: under the 1872 Education Act, the people of South Uist and Barra had the right to vote freely in the elections of School Boards chosen to administer the local state schools, and the Boards had the right to appoint properly qualified teachers of any denomination and the duty to take into consideration the wishes of the majority of the electors. But the people of South Uist and Barra were being deprived of that right by the exercise of economic pressure which the power of instant eviction without any compensation gave to the estate authorities. And economic pressure had been one of the main means used against Catholics in Scotland under the penal laws of evil memory.


On the 6th October 1883 the Rev. Roderick MacDonald, the Church of Scotland minister of South Uist and a member of the local School Board, wrote a letter to the Crofters’ Commission in attempted rebuttal of Catholic grievances.* It is not a very convincing document. In it he remarked that:


I beg leave to state boldly, and that without fear of contradiction, that all the interest taken in the instruction of the young in the parish of South Uist up to 1872 was taken by Protestants.


How far this is from being the case can be proved from the following extract from the minutes (still unpublished) of the Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian Knowledge, a body formed in 1709 for the purpose of instituting schools in the Highlands to extirpate the Gaelic language and the Catholic religion. The date of the extract in question is 16th March 1727.


The Committee Reported that they had a Letter from the presbytery of Long Island [i.e. the Outer Hebrides] with two representations, one concerning the State of Southuist and Bara united into one parish, and giving an account of the bounds thereof, and of the Catechisable persons in every district, and shewing that they are all papists except a very few, and pitching upon the places where Schools may be settled, and shewing that there are two popish schools therein.


The Committee ‘recommended to Mr Alex. MacLeod and Mr Alexander Mitchell to speak to Mr Alex. MacKenzie of Delvine purchaser of the estate of Clan Ronald* and Doctor Dundas & Monzie to speak to the Sollicitor to use the proper measures to for suppressing the forsaid popish Schools’.


The Committee renewed its recommendation for the suppression of the Catholic schools in South Uist on 8th and 26th June 1727. Too often Scottish writers, and particularly writers on the history of the Scottish Highlands, have confused ‘education’ with ‘Calvinist indoctrination’ such as was given in the S.P.C.K. schools in the Highlands and Islands, where the Westminster Confession of Faith, the Shorter Catechism, Vincents’ Catechism, the Protestants’ Resolutions, Pool’s Dialogues, and Guthrie’s Trials, all in English, formed the bulk of an unattractive list of school books. Under the penal laws, there was no possibility of Catholic education developing anywhere in Scotland, and the frequent official accusations of ‘ignorance’ made so often against Highland Catholics rebound, in fact, against those who were ready to invoke the official ban against Catholic schools in the Highlands whenever the existence of these came to light, as in South Uist in 1727.


The Crofters’ Commission issued its report in 1884. A paragraph on page 71 entitled ‘The Religious Difficulty’ deals with the grievances expressed by Bishop Angus MacDonald’s letter.


it has been represented to us, as a grievance, on high clerical authority, that of the esteemed Roman Catholic Bishop of Argyll and the Isles, that under the present administration of the [Education] Act in South Uist and Barra, where the majority of the population are Roman Catholics, due regards has not been shown, in the selection of teachers, to the religious principles of the majority of the population. If this contention is well founded, and if the School Boards, as at present constituted, should not hereafter give due consideration to the wishes of their constituents, the remedy is in the hands of the ratepayers at any ensuing election of the Boards.


In point of fact for practical purposes the fundamental remedy lay in the excellent report made by the Commission and in the Crofters’ Act of 1886, the Magna Carta of the Highlands and Islands, which conferred on the small tenants there something which the peasantry of Scandinavian countries had known for generations, security of tenure and the right to the principle of compensation for their own improvements at the termination of tenancies. Nothing was suggested in the report, or contained in the Act, to restrict absentee landlordism or limit the amount of land any one individual might own in Scotland, but for the moment a great advance had been secured.


This was the background to the first School Board election in South Uist that can be considered a really free one. It took place in the early spring of 1888, and the result was the election of four Catholic and three Protestant members, with the Rev. Roderick MacDonald previously mentioned coming at the foot of the poll of the elected members. Fr Allan McDonald himself stood third. He wrote to Bishop Angus MacDonald that though the day had been bitterly cold, only three of the ‘south end’ (Daliburgh parish) people stayed away from the poll, and these were hopelessly feeble. ‘The manner and bearing of the people was most consoling to one who has been even only a few years here. They spoke out manfully and defiantly – a great contrast to the last election.’


Shortly afterwards the headship of the school at Garrynamonie, where the great majority of the pupils were Catholics, became vacant, and the position being advertised in the Catholic press, Mr Rea applied for it, and was selected. On the 30th December 1889 Fr Allan McDonald wrote to Bishop Angus MacDonald at Oban that ‘I am to meet the Garrynamonie Schoolmaster today. According to his testimonials he is an excellent Christian and an able Teacher’. The responsibility that rested on Rea was probably heavier than he realized. The first Catholic headmaster appointed by the first School Board in South Uist with a Catholic majority was likely to be carefully scrutinized by the defeated but still influential minority, and any failings he might show would not be likely to pass unnoticed or uncriticized. In the event, his appointment was completely justified, and probably had a good deal to do with reducing sectarian tension in South Uist, though he himself may not have realized it.


Rea took up his duties as head teacher of Garrynamonie school on the 2nd January 1890. His staff then consisted of Christina McMillan, fourth-year pupil teacher, and Marion McAskill, second-year pupil teacher. Rea resigned on the 24th August 1894, presumably for the reasons of his mother’s health referred to, but returned to the school as head teacher again on the 20th June 1904 and remained there until the 16th May 1913, when he relinquished duty on his appointment to a school under the Birmingham Education Authority. His memoirs, which he wrote down in 1927, were not written chronologically, and do not make it clear that he was head teacher of the school for two distinct periods, all the important incidents of his Uist career being described as if they had taken place during the first of the two spells that he spent there. That is presumably why there is no reference to the funeral of Fr Allan McDonald, a big occasion on Eriskay, which took place in October 1905, and which Rea attended.


In his memoirs (which were brought to my attention by Miss Kate MacPhee, who was first a pupil and then a pupil teacher under Mr Rea at Garrynamonie school during his second period there, and are now published with the consent of his family) Rea remarked in his preface that he had avoided mentioning names of persons and places as far as possible. He often refers to them by rather clumsy circumlocutions. This reticence being now quite unnecessary, I have restored the real names of the persons and places mentioned whenever possible.


The school log book, which the present headmaster of Garrynamonie school, Mr MacKay, has kindly allowed me to consult, gives much interesting information on Rea’s difficulties. In the 1890s the south end of South Uist (of which an interesting account can be read in Margaret Fay Shaw’s Folksongs and Folklore of South Uist) was one of the poorest districts in the Outer Hebrides. Roads were often no more than rough tracks across the mountain moorland or over the storm-swept machair, and there were no public conveyances to bring the children to school. Epidemics were frequent; there was no medical inspection of the school before 1915. Children were frequently needed to help at home with planting potatoes and herding cattle in the spring, and for helping with the harvest in the autumn. Rea’s very first entry in the school log book on 2nd January 1890 reads: ‘Very poor attendance today, in consequence of wet stormy weather.’ Some other characteristic entries may be quoted:


20th January 1890: No school today. Children kept away by frost and snow. A visit from the Compulsory Officer, who reports much sickness among the poorer children.


4th April 1890: Attendance of elder children not so good as hitherto – parents taking them to assist in field-work.


30th May 1890: The attendance fell much lower this week owing to the commencement of the herding-season.


20th January 1891: Today there was no school held, owing to cold stormy weather.


23rd January 1891: No school was held on Wednesday or Thursday, owing to exceptionally severe weather.


30th January 1891: There is much sickness among the people, consequently the attendance was very low.


The poverty of the people, their low standard of living, the inadequate medical service, and the constant exposure of the children to wind and weather on their way walking to and from school, resulted in devastating effects on attendance. Thus the school was closed from 14th February to 28th April 1898 for scarlet fever; from 22nd November 1898 to 23rd January 1899 for measles; from 23rd January to 15th April 1901 for whooping-cough (after which it was recorded that many children were weak); from 17th February to 4th April 1904 for a smallpox outbreak; from 6th May to 20th June 1904 for mumps; from 20th February to 19th March 1907 for influenza; from 16th November 1910 to 9th January 1911 for whooping-cough; and from 23rd February to 18th March 1912 for scarlet fever. On 24th April 1893 Rea recorded that ‘many children in the district, not yet on books of the School, are unable to attend owing to ill-health and distance’. On 8th December 1893, there was ‘exceptionally severe and boisterous weather, the attendance suffering in consequence – many parents of scholars were obliged to accompany their children to and from school, the wind being actually dangerous’. The school building too had its deficiencies; even as late as May 1939 H.M. Inspector reported that ‘many things – sunless rooms, disrepair, draughts, smoke, grime, ancient furniture – make this perhaps the most depressing school building in the County’ – and it had been improved since Rea came first to Uist!


Rea’s memoirs show how he strove to meet these difficulties. They, and the recollection of his former pupils, show him to have been a sincere, conscientious, hard-working man, an excellent teacher interested not only in the intellectual progress but also in the spiritual and physical well-being of his pupils. Some men in his position have tended to isolate themselves, but Rea had a keen power of observation, an interest in the unfamiliar scenes and happenings around him, and the ability to record them with a vividness that overrides his sometimes old-fashioned and slightly pedantic style. In view of this, it is really rather surprising that his writings do not seem to reveal any intellectual curiosity on his part about the Gaelic language which was universally spoken around him, or about its literature, on which Fr Allan McDonald could have given him plenty of information. The Catholic victory in the School Board election had made the appointment of Catholic teachers to the South Uist and Barra schools a possibility, but unfortunately the institutions in Britain in which Catholic teachers were then trained did not include Gaelic in their curricula. The result was that while no doubt individually excellent appointments were made, such as Rea’s, collectively the Uist and Barra schools at this time came to be headed by an assortment of teachers from Edinburgh, Aberdeen, Glasgow and England, all of whom were ignorant of Gaelic, and very few of whom were ever able to unbend sufficiently to take an interest in it. A system of education whereby the head teacher was entirely ignorant of the only language with which his pupils entered school, and was dependent upon pupil teachers and monitors to act as his interpreters, cannot possibly be considered satisfactory. Young children came, often a considerable distance on foot, often stupefied by hunger and cold, to be instructed through the medium of a foreign language, and when they were examined or inspected, this was done according to standards devised entirely for monoglot English-speaking children on the mainland. In fact, under the 1872 Education Act no attempt was made to devise an intelligent system of bilingual instruction for Hebridean children whatever. It is not surprising that one inspection report after another refers to the indistinct utterance of the Garrynamonie school pupils when reading or speaking English. Gaelic itself was then hardly thought worthy of inclusion in the school curriculum. Things are very different today, as the Inverness-shire Education Authority tries conscientiously to fill teaching positions in Gaelic-speaking areas with Gaelic-speaking teachers, and is (belatedly) experimenting with Gaelic-medium instruction in some of the Uist schools. It was not until the 1918 Education Act that adequate provision was made for the teaching of Gaelic as a special subject.*


Apart from this reservation, Rea was admirably suited for the position he was chosen to fill, and his vivid and unprejudiced account of contemporary life on South Uist is an important contribution to the social history of the Hebrides and should be read with interest by many people, particularly those who are already acquainted with the islands of South Uist and Barra and with their literature.


In conclusion, I must express thanks to the late Rt Rev. Kenneth Grant, Bishop of Argyll and the Isles, for permission to quote from Fr Allan McDonald’s letters to Bishop Angus MacDonald; to P. J. W. Kilpatrick, for permission to use photographs taken by Walter Blaikie in Uist and Eriskay in 1898 and 1899; to Margaret Fay Shaw, for photographs of South Uist reproduced here; and to Mr MacKay, the present headmaster of Garrynamonie school, Miss Kate MacPhee, formerly teacher there, Mr McGinn, headmaster of Daliburgh school, Mr Donald MacDonald, headmaster of Eriskay school, Mr H. D. MacIntyre the present factor of South Uist, Mr Neil MacLennan, postmaster at Lochboisdale, and Mr John MacInnes, Clerk to the South Uist District Council, for information and encouragement in preparing Frederick Rea’s memoirs for publication.


J. L. C.


Isle of Canna


12th September 1963


* The usual practice in most parts of the British Empire has been to go to some trouble to provide officials trained in the languages of the peoples they administered. In the Highlands and Islands, however, the native population has been expected to learn English in order to deal with officials who often had no knowledge of the local language.


* The reports of the Irish Franciscans who laboured in the Hebrides between 1624 and 1647 have now been published in full by Fr Cathaldus Giblin, O.F.M., of Killiney, Co. Dublin (Latin texts and English summaries). Hitherto no Scottish historian has seen these reports. They throw a great deal of light on contemporary Highland history.


† Fr Allan McDonald’s name will be familiar to anyone who is versed in the literature of South Uist. Descriptions of him can be read in Amy Murray’s Fr Allan’s Island and in Neil Munro’s The Brave Days; he was the original of ‘Fr Ludovic’ in the latter’s Children of the Tempest. See also J. L. Campbell, Fr Allan McDonald, Priest, Poet, and Folklorist, revised edition, Edinburgh 1956.


* Corresponding to the English estate agent or bailiff, and a person formerly of immense power on Scottish Highland estates owned by absentee landlords.


† i.e. Benbecula, South Uist, Eriskay, and Barra – all the property of Lady Gordon Cathcart, at this time.


* Printed on p. 113 of the Appendix to the report.


* Clanranald’s estates had been forfeited after the Jacobite rebellion of 1715. Alexander MacKenzie of Delvine was the nominal purchaser on behalf of the family.


* For the history of bilingualism in Highland education, see J. L. Campbell, Gaelic in Scottish Education and Life, 1950 edition.




Addendum


It was the author’s comments in the introduction that he had ‘restored the real names of the persons and places mentioned wherever possible’ that has prompted the following notes to be added to this edition, which might interest today’s readers, particularly those who know the island as many of the readers will.


Page 13: line 10: The Garrynamonie school was built in 1876 to a standard design for Board schools in the Highlands (the result of the 1872 Education Act) by the prolific Highland architect Alexander Ross. It is currently disused and under threat of demolition.


Page 15: last paragraph: Boisdale House, South Loch Boisdale (not to be confused with the old house of the Boisdale Estate at Kilbride, demolished early twentieth century).


Page 27: line 34: (a) The (RC) Church, Our Lady Star of the Sea, 1888 by G Woulfe Brenan and (b) The Church of Scotland, 1892–3 by Hardy & Wight (now derelict). The school – Standard Alexander Ross design, 1879 (disused and at risk).


Page 53: line 28: The school – also by Alexander Ross, 1876 – today stands disused and falling into dereliction. The schoolhouse has been refurbished and is occupied.


Page 66: line 3: Kilbride House, formerly known as Boisdale House as it was the house for the Boisdale Estate at the south end of the Island (not to be confused with the house referred to on page 13). A lofty Georgian Laird’s house, it was built in the 1760s by Colin Macdonald of Boisdale and demolished in the early twentieth century. The great garden walls still stand.


Page 67: line 14: The Macdonalds of Boisdale were not chieftains, but a cadet branch of the Clanranalds. The Clanranald family were proprietors of South Uist, Benbecula, Eigg, Canna, Arisaig and Moidart until the early nineteenth century.


Page 70: line 3: The stones were also used for an extension to the Lochboisdale Hotel.


Page 91: line 31: This large farmhouse is the old Boisdale House at Kilbride, now demolished (see page 66).


Page 162: line 16: The referee was Captain T A Mackenzie (yr of Ord) who was at the time adjutant of the 2nd (Militia) Battalion, The Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders.


Page 167: line 16: The Camerons were never at Dargai, but Rea was probably muddling it with Tel-el-Kebir, where Captain T A Mackenzie did fight in 1882.


Page 214: line 1: Dr Alasdair Maclean has confirmed that this was Alasdair Macdonald, son of the Rev Roderick Macdonald, Minister at Howmore, who worked the farm of Grogarry, which was later adopted as the estate home farm. The house described here and in the following pages is the old manse at Grogarry.


Page 221: footnote: Alasdair Macdonald, son of the Rev Roderick Macdonald, minister at Howmore.


Page 226: line 22: The old school at Kyles Flodda, closed around the middle of the twentieth century.


Page 229: line 24: Howmore Post Office, the building still stands but was later reconstructed as a barn.


Line 27: The Howmore School (Alexander Ross 1870) still stands but is disused.


Page 233: footnote: It was here that the Napier Commission heard the Benbecula crofters’ grievances.




Chapter One


In 1889 I was a young certificated assistant of twenty-one, teaching in a large school in a midland city of England, at a salary of seventy pounds a year. Having to share in the support of a widowed semi-invalid mother, I applied for any teaching post which seemed to promise an increased income.


Well I remember receiving at school, one December morning, a telegram asking me to send references at once; it was addressed from Lochboisdale and was signed by A. McDonald, ‘Chairman’. I had no recollection of having applied for a post outside England, but came to the conclusion that among my applications for various posts I had inadvertently included one at a Scottish school.


Inspection of a map showed me that Lochboisdale was a seaport on South Uist, an island of the Hebrides. But, being young and venturesome, I decided that this should not deter me, providing the post promised improvement in my financial position. I sent ‘references’ with a request for particulars, and soon learnt that the vacant post was the headmastership of a school of some hundred and forty boys and girls.


On looking back to that time, I now feel no surprise that my relations and friends regarded the whole affair as a huge joke. It is not easy to realize in these days of the aeroplane, motoring, and of the many facilities for comfortable travel, how people of forty years back [from 1927] looked upon such a venture as I contemplated – less surprise would be created nowadays if a person proposed to take a school post in Spain or Greece. I looked upon the matter as an adventure, and though only a few days were left for preparation, I accepted the post.


The morning of my departure approached; having to leave by an early train I had to bid my farewells the previous night. Even then it was not realized that I was in earnest, for I well remember my elder brother exclaiming: ‘What! Going to Scotland really? Why on earth do you want to go to Scotland?’ To which I replied: ‘To gain experience.’


It was a cold, dark December morning when I set out alone on the first stage of what I considered a great adventure. My recollections of the long train journey north are now somewhat dim, but having lived all my life till then in a Midland city, I was deeply interested in the different types of people who joined or left the train at the various stopping places; and the new experiences as we proceeded further and further north delighted me, especially the changing scenery. But a long railway journey in winter was no light undertaking in those days, for the carriages were not heated; tin footwarmers filled with hot water were supplied to a few passengers, but these soon cooled, so were of little use.


My first recollection of Scotland is of the train stopping at a smallish station, soon after leaving Carlisle. Among the few people on the station platform I especially noticed some whom I took to be Elders of the Kirk: tall, severe-countenanced men, sombrely clad, pacing slowly up and down the platform. They might have stepped straight from one of Scott’s novels. The dull leaden-skied winter afternoon, with a piercing cold wind blowing across the bare landscape seemed completely in keeping with them. I remember how, with a heart sinking in foreboding, I murmured to myself: ‘Now I am in Scotland!’


Vague impressions linger still of travelling on in the darkness till we reached a badly lighted, bare-looking station* where I was to change for the last stage of my railway journey. Soon a short train of two or three comparatively empty carriages drew in and I was shown into an empty, dim, dismal, bare-looking compartment by a muffled-up guard.


I had now been some twelve to fourteen hours on my journey, so that memories of what followed are somewhat dim; but the chief are those of feeling desperately cold, tired and hungry; of being often wakened from dozing by frequent violent jerks, then of the sudden stopping of the train, followed by voices of men calling to each other. At last, at one of the stops I ventured to open the window, though this let in the bitter night air, and I saw men with lanterns walking beside the track, talking in loud voices. As the guard, lantern in hand, passed the window, I asked what was the matter, and was informed that at certain parts of the route rocks from the mountain slopes often rolled across the track, necessitating extreme caution and stops to remove obstacles. So, grimly closing the window and trusting to Providence, I curled myself up on the uncushioned seat to obtain all the warmth I possibly could. I often compare the discomfort and danger of that tedious railway journey with the comfort, safety and speed with which it may now be accomplished.


Eventually, I was awakened from a fitful sleep by the sudden opening of the carriage door, and a man with a lantern announcing that we had reached the railway terminus.* I got out on to the platform of an open station, semi-lighted, around which seemed nothing but blackness.


On my asking for the boat that was to convey me to my destined island, the lanterned man led me, stumbling in the darkness, between trucks, across railway lines, to the quayside, pointed out a steeply sloping gangway, and left me to get on board as best I could. Before me was a steeply inclined gangway which seemed to go miles down into obscurity. Valise in hand and holding on tightly to a rail of the gangway, I carefully descended till I found myself on what, by the light of a single oil lamp, appeared to be the deck of a boat. Stumbling about in the darkness and cold, I at last came to a flight of stairs lighted by another oil lamp. Having descended these I found myself in what I concluded to be the cabin with a table in the middle, and a kind of divan running round three walls. It was now about five o’clock in the morning, and, as no one appeared, I put down my baggage and, utterly weary, fell asleep in a corner of the divan.


What awakened me I cannot say with certainty. Perhaps it was the uneasy motion of the cabin, or the clatter of knives, forks and crockery at the table, accompanied by men’s voices talking in a guttural tongue, which I fancied was Gaelic. Half-awake, I gradually realized where I was, and from a blended aroma of coffee and bacon surmised that breakfast was proceeding. Seated on benches on either side of the table were several men, three of whom were in thick, dark blue clothes, relieved with gold lace, whom I took to be the officers. Two were short and thickset, with very blue eyes and weather-beaten countenances, the third looked slim and tall. I afterwards learnt that the former were captain and mate, the latter the purser. A steward was attending to the gastronomic requirements of these and one other, whom I took to be a fellow-passenger. Feeling hungry myself I took a seat at the table, being greeted by a gruff ‘Good morning!’


I had previously determined to economize for I did not know when to expect any salary at my new school, and I would have to meet essential expenses out of the little store left from my last receipt of salary. From what I could see, the others had breakfasted on fish, preceded by porridge, then ham and eggs, followed by a chop or steak, then buttered roll and marmalade. Though I was hungry and felt that I could vie with any of them as a trencherman, I took only rolls and butter, with a cup of coffee.


Alas, for the plans of men! After consuming my modest breakfast, I asked the steward the charge. He told me that breakfast charge was half a crown, irrespective of what was consumed. I paid him without further question, with a mental reservation that I would more than make up this surcharge at the first opportunity – as I subsequently did.


The rolling motion of the stair as I ascended to the deck was a novelty, for my previous experience of boats had been confined to the row-boats and skiffs on pools of city public parks. Reaching the deck, I was surprised at the smallness of the vessel and wondered how she could venture to cross the seas. Everything around me was of interest: the wet deck; the mate clad in oilskins on the bridge with the man at the wheel; the few deck hands stowing luggage or coiling ropes; the smoke from the one funnel swirled away by the winds; the cries of the sea-gulls as they circled around the tops of the two short masts – all these were a delight to me, a landsman; and, as I faced the stiff breeze, inhaling breaths of the good clean air, I felt invigorated by a buoyancy new to my experience. Though I am now looking back some forty years, this memory is as vivid as ever, and I still recall the thrill of it.


The vessel was steaming along a channel,* from two to five miles in width, flanked by low shores receding in the distance to high mountains, the bare landscape rendered more sombre by forests of dark fir.


As we approached the mouth of the channel, a little later in the morning, the waves of the sea increased in height and length, while the motions of our little ship became more violent; so I was frequently forced to hold on tight to whatever bar or stanchion offered to save myself from being thrown headlong against the bulwarks or going over the side, but I know that I enjoyed it as being new to any of my previous experiences.


The shore on our right ended in a high promontory where stood a lonely lighthouse. Interested, I asked one of the sailors what it was. He shouted in my ear what sounded like ‘Ahhrrdnahlchmrrchn’. I considered this, and then came to the conclusion that it was Ardnamurchan Point, the most westerly point of the mainland of Scotland.


When we came abreast of this important lighthouse, our course was altered towards the south, and in an hour or two we were passing between two low, sandy, wind-swept islands.* Soon I noticed one of the few passengers wildly gesticulating, stamping, and shouting, seemingly in anger. Eventually I ascertained that he intended to buy cattle and sheep on these two islands. But, as neither island had a pier, it was the custom to land passengers and goods from the steamer by means of large boats putting out to her from the shore while she lay to. But this day the sea was too rough for boats to come out, or for the vessel to attempt to lie to among the heaving seas. As the steamer passed there once a week only, I am sure no one could wonder at the cattle dealer’s violently expressed chagrin: for this was the third successive week that he had made the round of the Isles in the hope of purchasing and procuring his animals, his hope being defeated each time by high seas. I trust that the poor man attained his object eventually!


This incident gave me furiously to think: I thought how little city people could realize the contrast between their easy means of reaching their destination and this poor man’s.


After passing between these two islands we now met the full seas: three thousand miles of water straight ahead of us! How puny our little vessel seemed as she rolled and tossed in the long waves! I watched the latter as they rose ahead of us: up, up, some higher than the mastheads, till I thought we should be buried in a mountain of water. But, strange to say, we shipped comparatively little, and I can but think this was due to the fine seamanship of the captain and his mate. Sometimes I looked at their faces, and their steady, calm looks made me feel ashamed of any fears that might assail me.
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