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Map 2. isle of skye: places mentioned in text
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Map 3. The st Kilda archipelago
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Map 4. Mathieson’s 6in ordnance survey map of st Kilda, 1928








PREFACE



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





PROLOGUE



Thirteen frozen faces


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Sight and sound


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


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


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


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


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


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


Troubled times


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


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


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


The disillusion of tourists


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


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


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


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


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


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


Received wisdom


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


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


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


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


Decline and fall?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


New discoveries


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


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


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


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


Questioning the orthodox view


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


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


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


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


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


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


A Mesolithic prelude?


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


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


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


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


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


The first farmers


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


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


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


Artefacts


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


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


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


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


Sheep: the three races


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


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


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


Upbeat, downbeat


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


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


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