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        We’re sailing west, we’re sailing west




        To prairie lands sunkissed and blest –




        The crofter’s trail to happiness.




         




        Emigrant jingle,




        Canadian Pacific Railroad Archives
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  FOREWORD TO THE 2010 EDITION




  When the North Assynt crofters bought 21,000 acres of their land from a bankrupt Swedish company in 1993 and set up a form of communal ownership, I was unaware whether to see

  it as a single splendid coup against the old regime, of symbolic value rather than practical and wide-ranging significance. It was good to stay in a B&B in Stoer owned by one of the committee

  and to hear news of the hydroelectric scheme they were setting up. Would the new Trust last? And would it thrive?




  It is still there, doing well, and similar buy-outs and new community set-ups have come into being in Skye, Knoydart, Lewis, North Harris, South Uist, Eigg and elsewhere. So crofters are getting

  full title to their land at last (if they want it ) and harvesting the full fruits earned from their own resources – wind and water (for sustainable energy), the landscape (for the visitors),

  as well as the age-old ones – the fields, the pasture and the sea.




  A Runrig song that has always resonated strongly for me is ‘Recovery’, sung by Rory Macdonald on the album of that name:




  

    

      Still the morning comes in on the land




      See the new sun red and rising




      See the corn turn ripe in the fields




      See the growth in the glen




      And MacPherson’s in Kilmuir tonight




      What a night for a people rising




      Oh God not before time




      There’s justice in our lives




      And I can’t believe




      That it’s taken all this time




      I can’t believe




      My life and my destiny




      After the clans, after the clearings




      Here I am recovering.




      (© 1981 C&R Macdonald/Storr Music)


    


  




  Twenty-nine years later this no longer sounds like well-meaning rhetoric.




  A further heartening development has been the setting up of cultural centres where Highland archives and exhibitions can be housed, for example at Lochmaddy on North Uist, Kildonan on South

  Uist, Castlebay on Barra and Gairloch in Wester Ross. As the people’s memoirs on which this book depends inevitably shrink and disperse, at least they can be supplemented by the pictorial and

  other records which are being lovingly collected in those places.




   




  David Craig




  January 2010




  





  INTRODUCTION TO THE 2006 EDITION




  As I worked on the new edition of this book in the early summer of 2005, the papers and television were constantly reporting the Zimbabwe government’s clearance of people

  from their homes in Harare, Bulawayo, and other towns, and their dumping in transit camps: more than 50,000 families, more than 300,000 people. From time to time President Mugabe’s spokesmen

  used the phrase ‘slum clearance’. The Highland Clearances happened piecemeal, over seventy years, and were less thorough – they came before the invention of the petrol engine and

  the centralised police force, the bulldozer and the truck, among other things. Although the culture and politics of the two countries were unalike in many ways, the patterns of personal experience

  had a good deal in common: the helpless outrage, the nightmarish hardships, as those in power solved their problems by more or less draconic means.




  Still closer to the Scottish events described in this book were earlier cases in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe. In the 1940s the colonial government was clearing African farmers off their land to make way

  for British settlers. In 1997 Ephraim Nyakujare, aged 83, recalled his eviction from the Nyanagudzi river valley, where he grew maize, soya beans, sorghum, and rice on ‘good red soil’.

  His detailed memories are exactly the same as hundreds I have gathered in the Highlands and Islands and Canada, and reproduce in the following pages: ‘We carried things on our heads and

  packed belongings in a cart. We had six cattle then. The Rhodesians destroyed our huts as we left. Anyone who resisted was arrested and their belongings destroyed. We tried to come back to see our

  ancestors’ graves, but they wouldn’t let us.’ They were ‘settled on a smaller plot, with many rocks, poor soil and less rainfall.’1




  With that – apart from the rain – compare the clearance situation on South Uist and Eriskay, or Assynt and Coigach, or the north coast of Sutherland: the gruelling ordeals are the

  same, the razing of houses, the trashing of household goods, the relocation to bleak terrain. And the emotional wrenching is the same. Although the evicted people had often been living in cramped

  houses on tiny smallholdings, harried by shortages and sometimes famine, home was home and the clinging onto it was desperate. A boatman from Rona, north of Raasay, remembered seeing people

  ‘going to the churchyard in their grief at being separated from their homes, and taking handfuls of the soil and grass that covered the graves of their kindred, as mementoes.’ This was

  typical. The son of a man from Howbeg in South Uist took earth from the floor of his father’s house to be put in his coffin when he was buried in France. A man from Rum who left with

  fifty-four others at the final clearance in 1852 came back from Canada around 1860, hoping for ‘the site of his two soles of a bothy and the breadth of his two shoulders of a grave in the

  land of his heredity and the land of his fathers’. Denied these, he went back to Canada with a handful of earth from St Michael’s burial ground in South Uist, which a 102-year-old woman

  cleared from Ormacleit had asked him to bring back so that he could place it on her heart on the day of her death.2




  This kind of deep-seated ritual was ingrained in Highland life, in longstanding habitation of a place. Early in the 20th century, a Lewisman, William MacKenzie of Shulishader in Point, emigrated

  to Thunder Bay in Ontario after his wife’s death. Before leaving, ‘he visited his wife’s grave in Aignish where he pulled a tooth from his head and buried it in her grave, so that

  something of him would remain in Lewis with her.’3 Such efforts at belonging are as international as human nature itself. In the autumn of 1956 a

  Hungarian called Gergely Pongratz who had been fighting the Soviet invasion was fleeing into Austria with his family. Near the border ‘his mother stopped to salvage a fistful of Hungarian

  earth, which she wrapped in a handkerchief. The soil was eventually buried with her when she died in the United States.4




  Such stories, or memoirs, are to my mind the prime stuff of history because they bring home to us what it was like to experience a cruel or trying point in a social process, what it felt or

  smelt like, what you had to do to stay alive, how you swallowed (or nurtured) your worries or your anguish. Such memoir is still there, in spite of one historian’s suggestion that ‘The

  events [of the Highland Clearances] have now receded into the distant past’, and the crass assertion of another that Highlanders ‘largely lacked . . . the ability of fluent

  self-expression’, so that we cannot find out their ‘motivations’.5 In Skye and Tiree and Yell, in Ardnamurchan and Sutherland and

  Harris and Mull, I have again and again been brought close to the evictions, and the later fight-backs against them, as I have listened to crofters and teachers and retired people as they recalled

  their forebears’ experiences, often in words passed down through anything from one to six generations.




  The cumulative testimony of the crofters and their people is far-reaching and often highly expressive. In the first place as witnesses at two government commissions (Napier in 1883, the Deer

  Forest Commission in 1892), people poured out facts and hearsay concerning their recent past, its trials by land hunger, hardship, emigration, and eviction. Sometimes they recite the names of

  destroyed townships like a litany. Or they specify cases of land loss, or unreasonable harassment and denial of rights. Or they recall the leaving of homesteads, including the behaviour and even

  the remarks of the laird’s agents. In a supreme example of fluent self-expression – recorded by Alexander Carmichael the Victorian exciseman, the most fruitful of all Highland

  researchers – Catherine MacPhee of Iochdar, in the north-west corner of South Uist, spoke this lament for the terrible disruptions of the middle 19th century:




  

    

      Many a thing have I seen in my own day and generation, many a thing, O Mary Mother of the black sorrow! I have seen the townships swept, and the big holdings made of them,

      the people being driven out of the island to the streets of Glasgow and the wilds of Canada, such of them as did not die of hunger and plague and smallpox while going across the sea. I have

      seen the women putting their children in the carts which were sent from Benbecula and the Iochdar to Lochboisdale when their husbands lay bound in the pen, and were weeping, without power to

      give them a helping hand, though the women themselves were crying aloud, and the little children wailing like to break their hearts. I have seen the big strong men, the champions of the

      country, the stalwarts of the world, being bound on Boisdale quay and cast into the ship as would be done to horses and cattle. The God of Life, and He only, knows all the loathsome work of men

      on that day.6


    


  




   




  Every detail here is distinct, nothing is misleading. This has to be said, partly because it is always hard to be sure what happened unless, or even if, you were there yourself, partly because

  it has been customary to discredit crofter witnesses. Lord Napier started it when he spent a page of his Report disparaging ‘tales that pass from mouth to mouth’ of the ‘poorest

  and least educated class’ as ‘loose and legendary’. This prejudice bedevilled his Commission from the start. At Balmacara in Wester Ross, on 2 August 1883, the Lochalsh teacher

  read out a statement by the crofters of three townships. They testified that the evicting factor had said ‘Go you must, even though you should go to the bottom of the sea.’ The crofters

  said they were being ‘driven out of the country like noxious vermin’ and ‘crowded into barren promontories or boggy hollows which were useless [even] for sheep’. These the

  Commissioners thought were ‘expressions of rather unnecessary bitterness’. They wondered if this was what the people had actually said and whether the translation might be at fault. It

  took four long questions-and-answers before the words were allowed to stand, with the substitution of ‘wild animals’ for ‘vermin’.7




  This sort of discomfiture at heartfelt speech seems to spring from the habits of managerial and academic persons. They incline to the official and the dispassionate because they are used to the

  orderly and comfortable and they benefit from it in their own lives. When a stonemason (Donald MacLeod of Strath Naver) who himself lost his home and saw his wife maddened by eviction describes

  hardship graphically, the historian calls him ‘melodramatic and sensational’ – then admits that his account is ‘considerably corroborated’ by the contemporary

  reports.8 This same academic expert, a decent and thorough scholar, has also written to me that he requires ‘a degree of parallel contemporaneous

  corroboration’ before he accepts the sort of memoir I have brought to light and relied on in this book and in The Glens of Silence, which David Paterson and I made two years ago.

  Well, when a crofter on North Uist tells me what his grandmother told him about the burning of their loom at the eviction with the tweed still in it, or a retired teacher on Mull tells me what her

  father told her about seeing the day’s milk poured onto the fire to force them out of their house in Sleat, or a lobster fisherman on Loch Eishort tells me how his great-grandmother’s

  neighbour was lured from her house by estate heavies to fetch them fresh water and came back to find her roof burning, ‘contemporaneous corroboration’ will probably be hard to find. No

  government officials were present in Sollas in 1849, or Boreraig in 1853, or on Yell in 1870. Journalists were just beginning to get into those parts – most notably Donald Ross, who covered

  clearances in Skye, Knoydart, and Strath Carron for the Northern Ensign – and press photography had not yet been invented. What we have are such snatches and glimpses of eye-witness

  memoir as have survived the tattering of history.




  The stories I have gleaned, from people and from printed records, amount to probabilities or possibilities. They are not facts, they are social likelihoods. We can give them credence, and

  respond to their poignancy, according to their ring or weight as utterance and also according to our knowledge of how the powerful have treated the powerless in other parts of the world, in the

  Kandyan region of Sri Lanka, at Pari-haka in New Zealand’s North Island, in Gran Canaria, in St Kitts and Hispaniola in the Caribbean, in Rhodesia and Florida and Arizona and the Andes:

  almost everywhere.
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        1. The Observer, 14 December 1997.




        2. Minutes of Evidence Taken Before the Royal Commission (Highlands and Islands, 1892 (1895), Question 361; Evidence Taken by

        her Majesty’s Commission of Inquiry into the Condition of the Crofters and Cottars in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland (1884), Appendix A, pp. 460–1; Camille Dressler,

        MS History of Eigg, p. 260.




        3. West Highland Free Press, 11 September 1998.




        4. The Guardian, 5 June 2005.




        5. Eric Richards, The Highland Clearances (2005), p. 3; J.M. Bumsted, The People’s Clearance (Edinburgh, 1982), p.

        xiv.




        6. Alexander Carmichael, Carmina Gadelica (1900), II, p. 256. Recently spoken to music as ‘Fichead Bliadhna’ on

        Runrig’s album The Highland Connection (Edinburgh, 1979), side 1, track 4.




        7. Napier Commission of Enquiry . . . Report, pp. 2–3; Evidence, Questions 30, 56–65.




        8. Eric Richards, A History of the Highland Clearances (1982), p. 415.


      


    


  




  





  
PREFACE




  Most of the material in this book was given me by crofters and descendants of crofters. I have kept to their words as exactly as I could. Nothing

  has been added to their stories and statements; they have only been edited to trim away um’s and ah’s and minor repetitions or digressions. Working with the tapes and notes that

  represent hundreds of conversations, I was often chagrined to find that, ideally, I should have gone back to the source to check a detail. It would certainly have been delightful to revisit

  Churchill in Manitoba, or Loch Lomond on Cape Breton Island, or Mid Yell in Shetland, or . . . Short of becoming permanently nomadic it can’t be done, so I hope my hosts and informants around

  Scotland and Canada will forgive me if I have called a great-great-grandmother a great-grandmother, or mistaken a year, or even swopped the occasional gender. Second and last disclaimer: what

  follows is not exhaustive in its coverage either of cleared places or of the migrants’ destinations. Many Scotsfolk made for areas such as British Columbia, South Carolina, and New South

  Wales which I have been unable to visit so far. Perhaps this book will lead their descendants to get in touch with me, which would be most welcome.




  Printed sources are listed in the Notes under the relevant chapter and page.




  Most of the people who helped me are named in the course of the narrative. I owe a further and special debt to the following: Margat MacGregor of Gartymore, Echan Calder of Port Gower, and John

  Manson of Rhemusaig, for help with leads and information regarding Sutherland; Margaret and Norman Johnston of Lochmaddy, for North Uist; Dr Alasdair Maclean, for South Uist;

  Niall and Chrissie MacPherson, for Barra; Sorley and Renee MacLean and Rebecca Mackay, for Raasay; Alastair MacKinnon of Sasaig, for Sleat, Skye; Ann Manson of Kirkwall, for Orkney; Jim Johnson of

  Bettyhill and John Graham of Lerwick, for Shetland; Dan Gillis of Philadelphia, and Harry Baglole of Charlottetown, for Prince Edward Island; John Shaw of Glendale, for Cape Breton Island; Hugh

  MacMillan and Ed Cowan of Guelph, Ontario, for western Ontario, Glengarry County, and Manitoba; Kay Gillespie of Winnipeg, for the Red River area, Manitoba; John Ingerbertson and his son Mark for

  Churchill, Hudson Bay. Sandy Fenton, fellow-runner during our green days in Edinburgh and Research Director of the Royal Museum of Scotland, helped me to find sieves, tongs, and other tools.

  Morland Craig helped me with maps and information as did Ann Craig. Peter Craig and Anne Spillard read parts of the manuscript with a fastidious eye and Anne helped me by her companionship on many

  journeys. The Public Libraries of Guelph, Winnipeg, and Kirkwall were particularly helpful, as were the National Archive, Ottawa, the Lancaster University Library, the Shetland Museum, Lerwick,

  Brian Smith of the Shetland Archive, Lerwick, the Highland Folk Museum, Kingussie, the Strathnaver Museum, Bettyhill, the Scottish Agricultural Museum stores, South Queensferry, and the Comunn

  Eachdraidh, Paible, North Uist.




  I am grateful to the following organisations for grants towards travel and subsistence: the Nuffield Foundation, the Iona Foundation (Philadelphia), Northern Arts (Newcastle), Lancaster

  University, and the British Council.




  Special thanks are owed to my publisher, David Godwin, who suggested this book; Karl Miller of the London Review of Books, who published the germ of it in his correspondence and review

  columns; and John Prebble, whose work among the grass roots of Scotland’s history is now cherished by people there from every walk of life. As we parted after a marathon conversation over

  malt whisky in a Pimlico hotel, he said to me, ‘I envy you’ – for having found good reasons to travel all over the Highlands and speak to people who know about what happened

  there. His five chief books about Scotland are an abiding landmark for everyone who believes that cruxes in our history can still be realised with the distinctness of personal experiences.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  WATCHING THE PEOPLE’S MOUTH




  This book describes my travels in eastern Canada and the Scottish Highland and Islands in search of people whose forebears emigrated at the time of

  the Clearances, sometimes within Scotland and sometimes overseas. After fifty years of walking among the shells of houses, abandoned oases of green grass amongst moorland, stripes of the old narrow

  plots or lazybeds on the sides of glens and islands, I began to think there was still one thing to be done in order to know that prolonged agon of the Gaelic people, which was to hear it from them

  in their own words – not Gaelic ones, which as a Lowland Scot I do not understand, but in their other language, English. A huge proportion of the people we now call ‘the crofters’

  were banished from their homelands for the sake of economic progress, yet to this day (in the view of their best historian, James Hunter) ‘the people upon whom estate managements imposed

  their policies have been almost completely neglected’. He remarks that we can recover the events but ‘not the emotions’ of the people’s history from the documents, and that

  is some deficiency. George Ewart Evans, chief oral historian of the English countryfolk, advises us to listen to their word-of-mouth testimony if we want to hear not only the facts but ‘what

  they think of the facts’, and that is some advantage. For several years, therefore, I have been talking to people in Sutherland, Shetland and Orkney, Perthshire, the Outer and Inner

  Hebrides, in Cape Breton Island and Prince Edward Island, Ontario, Manitoba, to find out what they still remember about the experiences of their forebears during the great exodus. It is a diaspora

  which has many recent counterparts (that of the Jews from Germany and Poland, the Okies from the American Middle West, and on and on all over the world) but the Scottish one

  means most to me because it happened in places that I love.




  How much of the story survives, four to six generations after the diaspora? (How much do most of us know about the detailed behaviour of our great-grandparents?) Some inklings of what is left

  came to me in the winter of 1982 on North Uist. I was writing a historical novel about a real carpenter from Lochaber, called Angus Cameron. In 1797 he found himself at the head of a rising in

  Strath Tay against a conscription act passed in July that year. He was arrested, hustled off to Edinburgh by a detachment of dragoons, interrogated; then, amazingly, given bail – which he at

  once jumped. He was outlawed in January 1798 and disappears from history, apart from a glimpse in 1823 when he appealed, successfully, to have his citizenship restored. I felt very near him in the

  Scottish Record Office reading the yellowing rolls of evidence taken down by a clerk as Cameron spoke with his masterly ironical reticence (rather like Brecht before the UnAmerican Activities

  Committee). Where had he gone to ground during that quarter century of being a non-person? Refugee militants from Scotland sometimes lay low in Holland or Lower Saxony, but there would be no

  tracing him there. Cameron was a native Gaelic-speaker – might he not have hidden in the Outer Isles, which were famously unpoliced? Could I invent a life for him under another name somewhere

  over there? Perhaps I could connect him with another great defiance of heartless law, the battle against eviction by the people of Sollas on the north shore of North Uist in 1849, when the women

  fought with stones and tangle-stems against policemen’s truncheons until they were left lying at the high-tide mark with bleeding scalps.




  My partner Anne and I followed by car the route Cameron would have been likely to take in the guise of a cattle drover, by the Moor of Rannoch and Glencoe, Fort William, Glen Garry and Glen

  Shiel. An intense frost had iced over Grimsay harbour in Benbecula, we were told later, and in the high moors of north-west Perthshire skulls of bluish ice bulged out of the heather where the

  moss-boils had frozen solid. At dusk, as we zig-zagged north to spend the night with friends in Wester Ross, we saw the surface of Upper Loch Diabaig as one complete black pane which flexed to the

  smiting of the wind. The face of the Highlands had turned alien – yet was this Arctic look not more real than the summer-holiday scene of caravans and anglers’ Volvos? Now the few vehicles and people belonged here and the land itself bulked up hugely, dour and unspectacular, tweed-coloured in saturated browns and blaes and duns, the dull

  cinnamon of withered fescue grass, the dark claret of birch forests bristling in the gloaming. The night before we sailed from Uig in Skye, from the end window of Renee and Sorley MacLean’s

  house at Peinnchorran, we watched clouds like aged hair trail over the high draped snowfields of Sgurr nan Gillean. The Cuillins had withdrawn into their ice-world, everything had withdrawn,

  lobster boats to harbour, otters into their dens, holidaymakers to the Lowlands or England. The time of the next lambing, peat-cutting, or housebuilding was a long way off.




  In the cafeteria of the Columba, on the four-hour crossing to Lochmaddy, there were no visitors, only regulars. A black-coated minister in his thirties, with a long orange scarf thrown

  over one shoulder in a desperate effort to be young, conversed awkwardly with a chubby crofter’s wife. ‘Let us hope the gale warning will prove a false alarm, Mrs MacKenzie!’ Her

  man, who had a beard like a charred hedgehog, snapped his dark eyes as though to ban all such pleasantries. Presently, the iodine-blackened skerries of Lochmaddy slid into place around us. The town

  looked as raw and scattered as some anchorage in the Canadian outback. Would there be anywhere for us to lodge among these kit bungalows and cement-grey council houses and metal-roofed sheds? As I

  asked about this in the post office, a black-haired woman who was buying stamps along the counter spoke up: ‘You can have a room with us if you like – the house is along that

  way,’ pointing out of the window at a straggle of houses along an inlet. ‘Look for the Old Court House.’ This was the first move that led me step by step until I seemed to be

  seeing, hearing, and smelling the Clearances as they happened. Our landlady was Margaret Johnston. Soon her husband Norman (Tormod MacIain, as he signed himself in his fine collection of scholarly

  books) was telling us that this massively compact late eighteenth century house had been the prison where the four Sollas men arrested for defying eviction in August 1849 had been kept in handcuffs

  on their way to trial in Inverness:




  

    

      You’ll be driving up to the north end tomorrow, no doubt. Well, where the road bends round the bay at Malaclete, just past Sollas, near what we call the

      dentist’s house, go down into the heather between the road and the shore, and you will see a big stone – we call it Big Alasdair’s Stone, because he was

      the strongest man in Sollas, Alasdair Matheson, and the estate men were afraid of him, so when they came to burn the village they made sure he was away. They were giving out meal at Lochmaddy

      – or was it over the hill at Paible? Anyway there was great hunger at that time, so Big Alasdair was away getting the hand-out for his family when they were all evicted. He was so strong,

      you see, that he was the only one could lift that stone, though all the men would have a try. We had it marked recently, with some red paint, because we think these things should be

      remembered.


    


  




  Norman is a quarry worker and has been a county councillor, a social worker before that, and before that a policeman in Edinburgh. He teaches piping to a group of teenagers in

  Lochmaddy. His jet-black hair and blue eyes show you the features of a people quite distinct from the east or south of Scotland, descended from the Iberians, perhaps, who colonised Ireland and came

  into Scotland across the stepping-stones of the Hebrides. As he talked, the events of five generations ago started to sharpen into visibility like a photographic print in its bath of transparent

  developer:




  

    

      My family had come in here from Skye – the estate brought them over because they were weavers and they established a mill for the tweeds in Malaclete – it was

      beside the burn near where it runs into the bay there. I think that may be why they were not cleared out with the rest of them in 1849. And the four who were put in prison, they were lodged

      inside these walls, of course, and a man I spoke to in Sollas was telling me that his father always hated the sight of this place, because he remembered the noise, the thud-thud-thud of the

      hammers the prisoners used, to soften the fibres of the oakum.


    


  




  As Norman spoke, we could see through the window the rows of Brussels sprouts in his kitchen garden and surrounding it the thick, seven-foot walls of what would have been the

  prison yard. The clearance was coming nearer and nearer, and seemed only just beyond the hills next day as we travelled north and west to Sollas, the small isles of Pabbay and Berneray hospitably

  green on the sea nearby (but only Berneray has houses now) and Harris lifting its mountains in the middle distance. Sollas still exists but it is not right. A row of houses,

  well apart from each other, was built seventy years ago when the land taken from the crofters to make into large farms was restored to crofting after the Great War. Many of them lack screens or

  curtains in the windows or whitewash on the walls – few washing-lines, no fresh paint or grass mown close around the doorsteps. The shop, a Co-operative Foodstore, is a windowless hangar made

  of breezeblock and corrugated asbestos. The school, where some excellent history lessons are taught, is like a cross between a small telephone exchange and a blockhouse. Some organised life has

  come back to the razed community but not enough amenity and not enough future.




  Here and down the slope towards the coastal meadows the people’s homes had clustered among the communal fields of the runrig system – the subsistence economy which was eaten and

  swept away between 1770 and 1850. In the aftermath of the Forty-five the Highland chiefs evolved into landlords, bent on maximising the income from their estates. Big sheep from the Lowlands, often

  managed by Lowland or English farmers and their shepherds, invaded a way of life in which families with small lands grew their own food and fattened black cattle for the market. The big sheep,

  caoraich mhòr, must winter on the best grass – the glen bottoms, lochside meadows, and coastal machair where the villages had been. For a time the crofters took part, as wage

  labourers, in the kelp boom, when seaweed was cut and burnt to make industrial chemicals. The population rose enormously and lived on the newly allotted smallholdings or crofts. When kelp was

  replaced by raw materials from Spain after the end of the French Wars, the Highland industry collapsed. And the crofters paid too little rent (£20 or less for 95% of northwest Highland

  tenants) to satisfy their masters. From the early 1800s onwards, peaking after 1815 and again after the Potato Famine in 1846, the estate managers drove the families out by the thousand, serving

  eviction orders, using fire and force if need be, and they joined the influx to the industrial cities, the efflux to the New World and the Antipodes.




  Clearance is what happens to smallholders, in Cuba and Ceylon last century, in Stalin’s Soviet Union, in Brazil today. Like any major historical process, it has a benign face and a vicious

  one. To the survivors on the ground it feels like a bereavement and a banishment – ‘banish’ is the crushing old word they still use – because they have to make their homes

  today among the wreckage of houses and fields, harbours and fish-traps, where the deed was done. Their grandparents saw the flames crackle through the thatch while the fires on

  the hearths hissed and died.




  I glimpsed this in two letters that reached me from Skye and Sutherland and finally convinced me that the experiences of clearance were still vivid enough to be caught and fixed. In August 1987,

  Alastair MacKinnon, postman at Sasaig in Skye, wrote to say that his grandmother, Kirsty Robertson, had been among the people cleared from Suishnish in 1853. She had lived at No. 11:




  

    

      The eviction was carried out forcibly throughout the township of Suishnish with the usual cruelty by the land officers of Lord MacDonald’s estate. The milk basins

      being poured outside and the cottages wrecked so that the people could not return . . . However, my ancestors did not leave the township by the route taken by most of the people, which was

      towards Torrin and Broadford. They went towards Boreraig and Heaste along Loch Eishort side and finally to the Sleat road just beyond Drumfearn. Here they spent the night (in the open) and

      milked their cows. My grandmother, Kirsty MacPherson by then, used to relate this experience to my mother saying her eyes shed more tears that evening than she received milk from the cows.


    


  




  With these details the clearance became almost palpable – the wet smack of milk on grass, the lank udders of exhausted animals. Could the same be done for the first wave

  of clearance, a generation before?




  In September, Bridget MacKenzie wrote from Lednabirichen, west of Dornoch, to say that the great-great-grandmother of her second cousin, a retired shepherd who lives north of Lairg, had seen the

  clearance of Lettaidh in Strath Fleet from her home at Inchcape, high on the slope opposite:




  

    

      She remembered being woken by her mother and taken to the window, and she looked out into the darkness and saw a red glow in the hills opposite. She asked what it was, and

      her mother said in a grim voice, ‘They are putting fire to Lettaidh. The people have been put out.’ The child was frightened, naturally enough, since they had relatives in Lettaidh

      themselves, but she was reassured when told it would not happen to her house, since all the men were still there. All the men from Lettaidh had been recruited, by the

      Sutherland estate factors, to go to fight in the Napoleonic wars, and then the factors seized the chance to evict the women and children without fear of resistance.


    


  




  I had been far from sure that a veritable memory of the burning would come to light (1814 is called Bliadhna an Losgaidh, the Year of the Burnings). But of course it

  did, and there was more to come. The memory of so genealogical and tradition-minded a people could not have lost the image of so momentous a turn in their history.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  ‘THE THING THAT WOULD MAKE DROSS OF MEADOWS’




  Applecross, Wester Ross




  The exodus from the Highlands and Islands is not entirely a far-off thing. It was still happening when I was young. In the middle of summer 1956, a

  friend and I were plodding up the brae which lifts the coastal path to a height of 550 feet just north of Applecross in Wester Ross. The MacBrayne’s launch had brought us from Kyle of

  Lochalsh through the heaving black waters of the Inner Sound and set us down in the scant shelter of Loch Toscaig. As we walked north by an untarred road, seaweeds broke the surface to our left,

  then slumped into heaps of rubbery orange foliage as the sea ebbed still further. To our right, small broken crags defended the unknown land behind a scatter of shut-looking croft houses. Between

  Camastearach and Camusteel we passed the simplest of churches, a narrow stone house with a little belfry and a bell-rope rapping on the seaward gable. Our rucksacks, 45 lb. loads of socks and

  jerseys and sleeping bags and tinned food, bruised deep into our shoulders and the black metal tentacles round the base of mine (Commando type, ex-W.D.) clutched my kidneys. There was also the

  liver – 1½ lb. of it carved from the innards of an ox. We had bought it in Mallaig, with a very post-War, post-rationing wish to store up supplies against whatever shortages lay ahead.

  Now it had taken on the aura of the old mariner’s albatross, but flayed – too much of it, too pink, too wet.




  We were making for Torridon and its terrific mountains, fifteen miles to the north. Scrutinising the Ordnance Survey map in Aberdeen before setting off over the passes of the Lairig Ghru and the

  Corrieyairack, we had argued the options: why not save eight out of fifteen miles round Applecross by cutting north-east from the bay, straight through the hinterland? We might

  even climb the unknown mountain of Cròic-bheinn with its scarp that beetled darkly attractive on the map. But all that rising ground was invisible now in a fume of white rain, and the start

  of the path was hard to find. The policies of Applecross House, waist-deep in soaking green hay and screened by taller limes and beeches than any I had seen this far north-west, barred the way with

  that unmistakable façade of the expensively owned.




  Later I found that it all belonged to a Wills, a maker of cigarettes, and was available to princesses for short holidays with their lovers.




  So we crossed the delta of the Applecross, where the Torridonian sandstone is milled by the rushing water into shingle round and red as nectarines, and set our minds and legs on automatic for

  the trek up the rather blank coast. It follows the meridian for nine miles with only one break or haven of any kind, at Sand, a sheltered inlet pointing south-west.




  Fifteen years later Sand became the site of a naval installation. A tarred road now cuts straight down to a pair of steel gates and some squat concrete buildings. These are not marked on the

  O.S. map.




  In a way it had been cowardly to choose this well-drained 4 foot 6 inch track instead of the louring unknown to the east. But if we had struck inland we would not have seen the long berg of

  Raasay, parallel with us on the sea between the mainland and Skye, shaping and firming as the water-vapour ceased to blow past in droplets and condensed in layers that lifted, parted, peeled

  – a beancurd landscape, oriental in its intricate dovetailing of blue lands and white mists. And then again, if we had not followed the coast we would not have met the refugees.




  We were each of us in a cocoon of sweat and ache and drizzle as we homed on the Youth Hostel at Lonbain – a little red triangle on the map that offered cosy security. Then, as the gloaming

  thickened, we were passing through something like the relics of a war, familiar from so many newsreels and photos eleven years before: stone shells of cottages, which in the poor light looked like

  shattered outcrops. Over the next two miles I counted over a hundred. I saw nothing like it again until Anne and I travelled through the Mani, far down the middle finger of the

  Peloponnese, where each Maniot town as you approach, with its roofed and unroofed carcases of houses, collapsing lean-tos and truncated towers, looks as though armies have fought through it –

  in fact, the people have abandoned their thousands of cunningly masoned terraces and fields to thorn and thistle and gone away for good to Athens or Australia.




  From childhood I had taken it for granted that the last few farms up any glen, or above a certain contour, were deserted – unlike the more-or-less thriving state of the hill farms I later

  grew accustomed to in the Yorkshire dales and Cumbria. But dereliction on this scale, on what seemed a workable shelf of coastal land, was new to me, and we looked at each other with a shivering of

  doubt.




  The hostel turned out to be an old square school and schoolhouse half a mile beyond the village. It was unlit, cold and equipped with greasy Primus stoves most of which refused to fire. However

  would we stew, or possibly scorch, the albatross out of its raw and bleeding state? A notice – apparently aimed at people heading south – told us helpfully that the well was

  two hundred yards back the way we had come. And we must have water; we were beyond washing but we did have to brew tea and hydrate our powdered milk. As we clambered about in the dark looking for a

  stone trough among so many useless stones, a bright thought occurred: why not look for some real milk in the village? There had been a few black stirks and a brown cow chewing away among the rocks.

  (But there had been neither hens foraging nor washing getting still wetter on a line.) We picked our way down to a row of cottages facing out to sea. Orange light glimmered in one glazed window. We

  peered in dubiously. In front of a hearth where bits of driftwood flamed, a small very old hunched man in a blue jersey and a sailor’s cap was lurching up and down in a ricketty dance.




  Quite haunted now, we passed on down the ‘street’. A two-storey house looked intact. On the threshold, sticking out beyond the edge of one leaf of the door, the toes of two boots

  were just visible. As our boots clumped on the grass-grown track we must have been audible. His boots never moved. He was a middle-aged man with short, greying hair and a face shaved shiny

  red, in an old grey pullover and dirty tweed trousers. He was contemplating the dark-blue reef of Raasay. When we stopped opposite him, and our eyes met, he said nothing. Was it possible to buy

  some milk from him, we wondered? ‘No,’ he said. Or anywhere else nearby? ‘No,’ he pronounced again. When we said goodbye and turned back, chastened and

  thirsty, towards the well and the hostel, he said nothing at all.




  Were these the last two people to live in what had been a populous township? It seems likely. Next morning, two miles north, we arrived at Cuaig, a cluster of crofts on level ground that had

  been well grazed and cultivated – the kind of green oasis among heathery browns and purples which marks a crofting site even two centuries after the people left or were evicted. At Cuaig

  there were hens, calves, children – a civilisation still active. When we asked at a house for water, the family insisted on giving us an old ginger ale bottle of fresh milk and half a

  Burnett’s plain white loaf from Inverness, wrapped in its greaseproof paper. And utterly refused payment. As we talked it turned out that these were not their homes. They were, in effect,

  refugees – people from the slightly larger Fearnmore, on the headland two miles north, who had despaired of winning the conditions for a reasonable livelihood in their native Applecross and

  were now trekking southward with their stock to the nearest roadhead and harbour.




  At that time Scotland lost about 44,000 people every year by emigration. When the North Sea oilwells opened, this figure was halved.




  We said goodbye to these folk, who had nothing and had given us something, and walked on north by east to Rubha na Fearn. We could have taken two-thirds off the distance left by cutting east

  across the peninsula but Tony knew a crofter in Fearnbeg, Mrs MacBeth, who had given him lodging the year before and he wanted to take her some tea and chocolate biscuits to say thankyou. When we

  arrived at her house, she had just been hefting a half-hundredweight sack of Indian corn for her hens up the hundred foot of steep path from the shore where the merchant launch from Shieldaig had

  left it for her. She was in her fifties at least, in black widow’s skirt and jumper and cotton apron, and her tanned cheeks and forehead had a sunset flush. At once she made us a

  strùpag, the Highland snack for the wayfarer – tea and soda-flavoured flat scones with strawberry jam. Her house had the perfectly plain interior which is almost unknown now

  that Highland homes are richly stocked with furniture and ornaments from the catalogues. The walls were varnished tongue-and-groove boarding and the sole ikons (no doubt she was Presbyterian) were

  two very small colour photos of the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh, about a yard and a half apart, he in naval uniform, blue-and-gold with a white peaked cap, she in a red

  jacket and a hat with a black cockade – that same photo which we students would not stand to worship when it was screened along with the national anthem at the end of the evening’s

  showing at the cinema. Presently the photos became the subject of our conversation. Mrs MacBeth dropped her voice and looked troubled. ‘Do you think’, she asked us (as bringers of

  knowledge from the Lowlands), ‘that he is kind to her? I think he has a hard face.’




  ‘I’m sure she has an extremely comfortable life,’ I said, intransigently republican, conceding nothing to the human side of things. But it did half-strike me at the time, and

  has been with me very much ever since, that it was wholly poignant for Mrs MacBeth, on her own and hunched with work in that extreme environment, to be so warmly and innocently concerned about the

  wellbeing of her chieftain.




  The feudality of it came home to me richly twenty years later, three miles across Loch Torridon in Diabaig, when the royal yacht, long and immaculately white, anchored in the sea-roads during

  its summer progress through the islands. In the harbour below our camp, an old seine-net boat was the base for a team of scallop fishers, who were stripping the undersea reefs of those most

  succulent and expensive shellfish. The deck was one-third covered with bulging sacks of them. Presently a pinnace from the Britannia tied up at the quay and a royal underling negotiated

  briskly, then took a whole sackful back to his employers. Some hours later – in keeping with the ancient, not to say barbaric style of the occasion – the pinnace called again with

  payment in kind: a case of malt whisky for the fishermen.




  Mrs MacBeth may well be dead now, her house empty for good or awaiting conversion to a holiday home for relatives or Lowland incomers. Her township could have been saved. For several years in

  the Sixties, looking across from Diabaig, we saw puffs of dust like shellbursts springing from that coast where Tony and I had walked the switchback path. Four men with a second-hand bulldozer were

  slowly cleaving and blasting a road from Shieldaig west to Ardheslaig, Kenmore, Arinacrinachd, Fearnbeg. The townships showed as toy white oblongs across the water. Very few were lit at night. The

  home-made road was slow to build because no government funds were forthcoming and because each landlord in turn resisted the work which might yet save the townships before they

  all went the way of Fearnmore, Cuaig, and Lonbain. These landlords were not exactly clearing or evicting people. They were not behaving like the Duchess of Leeds, who owned Applecross in

  mid-Victorian times. In August 1859 her ground officers evicted a tailor, his ill wife, and their baby by manhandling them outside and padlocking the door of their house against them. But these

  present-day landlords were not helping the crofters to stay. The only people they had much use for were gamekeepers and servants – employees to drive the Land Rovers to the end of the track

  and cart back the dead deer – since ‘sporting’ income is so much higher than crofting rentals.




  At last, the home-made road reached Kenmore, and then the houses looked bright white from across the water. They were being freshly Snowcemmed and a new family with young children had moved in,

  just months after two households had flitted south for good. Now the butcher’s and greengrocer’s vans could get there, the trucks bringing in new beds and cookers, an ambulance in time

  of need. The path we had toiled along, plunging and climbing between the green-bristled and bronze-boled stands of Loch Maree pines, had been obliterated or bypassed. A few miles short of Mrs

  MacBeth’s we had paused to chat with the County Council path-mender, a quizzical man with a yellowish complexion and a mouthful of eroded brown teeth. His tools were a shovel and a pick and

  he travelled on a Royal Enfield pushbike with rod brakes and a khaki mackintosh folded over the handlebars, tied with a leather strap. ‘It is hard work right enough,’ he agreed.

  ‘But if you do it well, you will be getting a smooth ride home on it yourself.’




  Finally, his work was made redundant. The Inner Sound became a torpedo range and proving-ground for Polaris-carrying submarines. In 1976 I swam off Red Point, five miles north, and swivelled in

  the water to look through the wave-crests to the tabular blue headlands off Trotternish in Skye. A tar-coloured steel whale with a blunt, featureless conning-tower slid from left to right across my

  vision. We saw it again in 1982 as we drove down the new road which the government had commissioned for the sake of armament when it would do no such thing for people.




  

    

      

        A seal would lift its head




        and a basking-shark its sail,




        but today in the sea-sound




        a submarine lifts its turret




        and its black sleek back




        threatening the thing that would make




        dross of wood, of meadows and of rocks,




        that would leave Screapadal without beauty




        just as it was left without people.


      


    


  




  So now a road swishes straight past above Lonbain, where one man danced crazily beside his hearth and another could hardly bear to meet a stranger – past the naval depot

  which is a non-place on the map. Ach, the ill-kept secrets of the state, how they typify our age! As we drove up to Kyle in the middle of that freezing winter, we failed to get lodging in the

  ice-bound inn at Cluanie, then dropped down to sea level at Dornie on Loch Duich as night fell. In the hotel bar, as we waited for a meal, five men were well away already, their table crowded with

  drams and half-drunk pints. They called for champagne with their meal and the landlady went to fetch it from a shed in the back garden. At the bar I stood next to a bulky six-footer with large,

  glazed black eyes. When my CND badge came into focus, he swung back to the bar, swung round to me again, and said abruptly, ‘You don’t own your own house, do you? No – you

  don’t!’ When I assured him that I was a householder, and that in spite of this stake in the British way of life I thought that nuclear weapons were more dangerous than what

  they defended us against, he changed tack, but not a lot, and said in a menacing voice, ‘Some people want us to lie down on our backs with our legs in the air and let the Russians walk all

  over us.’ Then he carried the tray of whiskies back to his mates. In the morning they were subdued and blotchy and one of them was scared because he couldn’t remember where he had left

  the official Land-Rover the night before. Who were they? Engineers installing hi-tech equipment for the Navy perhaps, or sappers setting up yet another military base, drinking and concreting their

  way round the world from Belize to Diego Garcia to Stornoway. As I have travelled round the Highlands and Islands in the past few years, and in the Canadian Maritimes and northern Manitoba, I have

  been forced to realise how, all over our world, it is often this defence industry, this preparedness for war, that has kept the remoter places inhabited and capable of yielding a modern wage.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  POURING AWAY THE MILK




  Sleat, Skye




  In the autumn of 1987 I went straight to Sleat, at the southernmost end of Skye, drawn by the force of Alastair MacKinnon’s news about his

  forebears:




  

    

      About the same time [as the eviction of his maternal grandmother’s people from Suishnish] my other grandfather Alexander MacKinnon, whose name I bear, was being

      evicted with his family from Morsaig which is opposite Boreraig in Strath. With several more families, they had been removed from Boreraig only ten years previously. My grandfather, quite a

      number of years afterwards, got this half croft of 4 Sasaig but his two brothers were forced to emigrate with their wives but they died on the voyage to North America. Their wives landed in

      North America, both widowed and each with babes in arms born on the voyage.


    


  




  Alastair recapitulated these atrocities with a kind of imperturbable calm. We were sitting in his caravan perched among the birch and alder above the road from Isleornsay to

  Armadale while his wife covered the table with tea and fruitcake and chocolate biscuits. (In the holiday season they let their house to visitors.) Under his calm the hurt abides: ‘I read half

  way through Alexander MacKenzie’s book about the Clearances, but I had to stop – it was too painful.’




  The MacKinnons and the Robertsons had been a few among the thousands banished from their homesteads during the years after the 1846 potato famine, when the Highlands became a scene of crowded

  destitution not unlike East Africa today. The evictions did not end with that nightmare time. They whimpered on into the doldrum years before the Land War. Then the crofters

  fought back. In 1886 with the help of the five M.P.’s they had elected, the Act was passed which gave them security of tenure and a review (usually a reduction) of rents – but still not

  enough living-space. On Skye alone, between 1840 and 1883, 1,740 notices to quit were served at the bidding of the estates. The sordid or vicious chivvying behind that statistic, on all sorts of

  pretexts, came out in Alastair’s final story:




  

    

      A great-grandfather Archie Campbell was evicted from No. 6 Teangue, the adjoining township to this one. He was fifty years old and was able to emigrate to New Zealand with

      his family all except my grandmother, Catherine, who eventually married Alexander MacKinnon at 4 Sasaig. The emigration took place in 1871 and the eviction, probably the previous year, was due

      to Archie Campbell having fallen foul of the estate land officers. One of them shot his dog at his heel as he was about to open a gate while taking a short cut through Knock Farm on his way

      home. When they were evicted, they were charged a removal fee – the ground officer took this money . . .


    


  




  Knock and Ostaig were the two large sheep farms at the north and south ends of the district. (Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, the big barn of Ostaig, now houses a Gaelic-language

  college of business studies.) It was for the sake of their swollen rents that the estate was clearing out the tenants of single crofts. To reach beyond his own family Alastair now sent me out along

  that network which is actually the matrix of this book: the people with unbreakable ties of kin and shared experience who still live in the beach-heads of shallow soil to which their forebears were

  consigned.




  Sleat is ‘the Garden of Skye’. I had first sampled its fruits twenty-nine autumns before on an unhurried journey from Uig down to the Mallaig ferry at Armadale, cooking a lunch or a

  high tea of scrambled eggs over a little petrol stove on the foreshore and following that with many handfuls of glistening black brambles, both tart and sweet, picked from canes curving over stone

  dykes upholstered with herb-Robert and saxifrage. That luxuriant seaboard, tilted away from the severest Atlantic winds, feels unHighland because it is not stark, it has both shade and shelter. The

  very air feels enriched by the bunched leaves, whether they grow on the invasive trees of the old jungle, the birch and the alder, or on the monumental planted beeches,

  sycamores, and exotic conifers surrounding Armadale Castle. Here the MacDonald chiefs steadily ruined themselves in the most stylish manner possible. Even the stables have a battlemented tower at

  their centre and the ‘castle’, completed in 1815, was dreamed up as a hulking schloss in full Gothic fig. (A single staircase window cost Lord MacDonald £500.) It burned

  down in 1855. The remnants of the front wall now lour between the treetrunks like the backdrop of an expensive, rather old-fashioned production of Rigoletto. As for the stables, they have

  become a ‘Taste of Scotland’ restaurant, perfectly refurbished in mahogany and naked stone, where women in skirts and bodices with a discreet proportion of tartan serve you smoked

  salmon and malt whisky. This is the Clan Donald Centre, known locally as The Clan, created with the help of money from an American corporation so rich it was able to fund the building of a state

  freeway when the state’s own funds ran out. The Clan has created fourteen jobs, with more to come. In the words of the wisest thinker about the Scottish countryside, Fraser Darling,

  ‘the working capital of the Highlands is its scenery’, so it is pointless to repine if a land which once housed a self-sufficient culture must now live by displaying itself as a piece

  of ‘heritage’. Equally we should remember that what Darling calls ‘one of Europe’s best bits of wilderness’ is fringed by a civilisation – settlements

  dug out of what they call ‘black moor’ by the work of women and men who were then forced to evacuate these cramped bridgeheads.




  Such a settlement was Dalavil, on the west coast of Sleat, and such was Caradal, opposite Dalavil across the mouth of Allt a’ Ghlinne. This is a ‘wilderness area’, according to

  one writer in the West Highland Free Press. The ‘Walks and Talks’ brochure available at the Clan refers to ‘the lost wood of Dalavil’. Some years ago a learned

  geographer wrote that Gleann Meadhanach, which runs due west across Sleat to Dalavil, was ‘an interesting example of underpopulation’ – i.e. it’s empty – since

  ‘there is evidence of ancient cultivation’. If he had watched the people’s mouth, he would have discovered that Dalavil and Caradal were cultivated in next-to-living memory and

  were cleared at the time of the Education Acts of 1870–2. Donald MacDonald of Mavis Bank, a near neighbour of Alastair’s, told me:




  

    

      It was for the children to get their schooling. It was cheaper to clear the crofters than to build a school there. It was quite isolated – there

      was no road to it, just a path over the hill. They missed their old crofts just the same. It was a very good place for fishing, plenty of mackerel, and ling, and again there was shellfish too,

      and there was a lot of [sea]weed for their crops, for their potatoes and whatever they were turning.


    


  




  To visit Dalavil, I left the road from Ostaig across the hills and followed the brown pools of Abhainn a’ Ghlinne Mheadhanaich through heather infested with bracken.

  Nearby the whiteness of a sheep showed and for once it didn’t startle away. It was a lamb lying helpless on its side, hidden from the shepherd’s eyes by the smothering bracken. The

  ground next its feet was thrashed and stirred into a sticky brown quag. I took it by its horns and boosted it gently a short way onto wholesome grass. It couldn’t stand without help and I had

  to leave it there, its eyes fixed, its breath coming in slow heaves. Dalavil in the west looked a long way off through the dim air of late September. Presently the glen expanded into wide level

  fields with the remains of a house looking seaward across them, its walls still six feet high and its chimney-stack erect, the plume of a rowan growing out of the flue. Now the thread of a

  sheep-trod I’d been following entered a wood which grew densely down to a loch used by whooper swans. It felt aboriginal, choked with growth – scrubby saplings thinning upward towards

  the light, mature trees blown down but still nourishing foliage through the few roots left in the earth, still older trees rotting where they’d fallen. Masonry loomed – a single house

  strangled by honeysuckle and scrub hazel. It became difficult to keep a westward line and the growth festooned thickly enough to conjure up the ‘green hell’ of Amazonia and that

  monstrous photo of an anaconda rearing, a deer’s antlered head crammed in its jaws . . . Soon, the translucency of light over the sea began to sparkle between the branches and Dalavil opened

  out around me with that singular welcoming and softening of the atmosphere which never leaves a settlement.




  A stretch of the river-bank was revetted with packed shingle-stones. A drystone dyke with a turf-and-heather top divided the moor from the old fields and to my right the last roofed house stood

  up, apparently used as a bothy by crofters dosing their sheep or herding them back for the autumn lamb sales. A brown enamel teapot stood in the remains of a fireplace and a dangerous ladder

  led upstairs. Through boggy grass beside the river, purple flares of heather conducted my feet, signalling drier, firmer ground – the line of an old path. The heart of

  the croftland was a broad, shallow swell of still pure grassland, surrounded by a tweed of russet and green – the warp and weft of the old lazybeds where potatoes or oats were grown. Now

  heather grew along their tops and rushes in the runnels between them. Caradal on the far side looked as though it must always have been a narrow and hard place to live in, squeezing up the burn of

  Bealach na Ceàrdaich. Down here it was all habitable. A fisherman’s hut had been built up with boulders against the side of a little knoll, a dyke stretched out into the shallows of

  the bay to keep in the grazing animals. On a rock rib a dozen cormorants and great black-backed gulls stood silhouetted in a row, like the knobs on the krang of a beached whale, and a heron flapped

  off just above the wavelets, an unusual white bar on each wing. The crowds of fat birds confirmed Donald MacDonald’s report of good fishing, as did the bulky shells they had left in the

  heather after gulping the meat. The mussels were fist-sized and I measured a whelk 2¾ inches long and nearly 2 inches in diameter.




  Beside the croftland there were three heaps of small stones, evidence of laborious field-making, and I remembered Bill Brooker, geographer and climber, telling me how in the back glens of the

  Tilt, south of the Cairngorms, people moved from elsewhere – perhaps in the clearance of Upper Deeside to make room for Queen Victoria – would break in ground from the moor, levering

  out boulders, hacking ditches, chopping up the rooty soil, making a croft from wilderness. Oats and potatoes would be growing and the laird’s factor would come along and say, ‘Weel,

  weel, that’s a fine wee place ye have here now! How much rent is it ye’re peyin? Five bob! Michty me, it’s worth mair than that! We’ll be needing £3 from you the next

  time . . . ’ Of course they couldn’t find that much, and out they had to go. And their work had been monumental.




  Here in Dalavil the people (MacKinnons, MacGillivrays, Robertsons for the most part) had prayed and sung psalms to the sound of running water. Children as they grew older looked up at the

  terraced black drop of Doire na h-Achlais where wild water sheds its veils and jets of spume and wondered, ‘When will it stop? Why does it come in jerks instead of smoothly?’ And

  thought this over and over again as their senses curled out to understand the world. The mothers and fathers loved and hated each other, the conditions allowed of no daily escape, to the pub or down the motorway – although the men (and the single women) could escape for seasons at a time if need or fancy drove them over as guest-workers to the

  mainland, where they lifted potatoes in the big fields of Ayrshire and Angus or brought in hefty harvests with their own sickles that they had carried with them over the kyle and over the

  mountains.




  You could say that here humanity tried to establish itself and failed, over a period small in the eye of time but long in the minds of the tyauving families. The final families at Dalavil did

  not fail, they were terminated (with extreme prejudice, to use a C.I.A. term). And the lack of a school was only an excuse. The estate and the incoming farmers wanted the best land, the broad

  well-grassed glen bottoms, for the wintering of their sheep and they wanted the hill land – the crofters’ traditional common grazings — for summer pasture and later for sport.

  ‘We had a little glen here above Sasaig,’ Alastair told me. ‘It was just part of the common grazing. Well, my grandfather’s people were told by the estate to fence it, and

  they couldn’t afford it, so it was taken into Knock farm.’ To them that have . . . When the Victorian gentry were seized by the urge to kill everything that moved, they bagged thousands

  in a day, not only grouse, partridges, and pheasants but curlew and woodcock, pigeons and snipe, rabbits and hares and deer and seals. The sportsmen came ravaging over the croftlands, serviced by a

  corps of estate workers organised by gamekeepers. ‘The keeper was worse than the landlord,’ says Donald MacDonald. ‘They would shoot a dog, or a cat – if they saw a cat, and

  it was mousing or something, they would shoot it. Protecting the birds.’ When I asked in amazement, ‘What birds?’ – because the hills of Sleat are quietly empty now –

  he recalled the abundance of game at one time:




  

    

      Och, I remember, between here and the road, you would start up a covey, and another one before you reached it. Grouse, and partridges, and blackcock – a beautiful bird

      – that tail! And when the shooters came down, it was bang-bang-bang! And if we had the horses near in, tethered, they would be rearing up, and running round and round – we would

      have to go out to them and shift them into a safer place.


    


  




  The crofters were being curbed on all sides, left with minimal room and minimal resources. All through the summer of 1883 they retailed the ordeals of the

  previous sixty years to the Parliamentary Commissioners under Lord Napier who sailed from Argyll round to Easter Ross and interrogated hundreds of crofters. ‘To those who told the tale, and

  to their fellows who heard it, the effect was one of profound psychological liberation, at both personal and communal levels, while to the world at large the social and political conditions it

  exposed, and the manner of their exposure, were of no less shattering importance. Facts which had for generations lacked a means of expression were now, for the first time, articulated in public .

  . . ’ The evidence from Sleat, given to the Commissioners at Isleornsay, where we were lodging, is desperate in its pleas for rights: the right to cut heather for thatch (but this would

  jeopardise the grouse); the right to collect seaweed from the shore for fertiliser without paying the estate factor. They badly needed a pier to give the fishermen safe harbour and some chance of

  competing with the east-coast boats which came through the Pentland Firth or the Caledonian Canal and scoured the herrings of all sizes and ages out of Loch Hourn. The fish were salted down in

  barrels and exported to Russia to feed its needy peasantry. And the ‘peasants’ of Skye? From the sheltered and soft lands of eastern Sleat they were squeezed out into the narrowest

  coastal lands. It was an intricate game of Monopoly, practised by the estate managers who planted a house here, removed two there, but never quite managed to buy a hotel on Park Lane with the

  proceeds. Donald Robertson, a 65-year-old fisherman from Sasaig, told Napier how he had been brought up in Kilmore, where the slope is easiest and there is a very old settlement with a church in

  the midst of a hummocky graveyard. Fourteen years before there had been ‘two lots cleared there. Two widows were cleared off there, and a widower . . . without any reason whatsoever [i.e. no

  rent arrears], but just to make room for another man who was a ground officer.’ These men were small tenants themselves as well as being on the estate payroll. A few months later in the Uists

  I learned that the nickname for a ground officer was abhag, ‘terrier’: ‘The weak ones were the worst devils,’ I was told. ‘If they were of lower status in the

  estate, they were more dangerous – they wanted to make a name for themselves.’ In Sasaig Donald Robertson was allotted a half croft but no house: ‘I was put into a small bothy

  that had been built for a stable and a byre, and I sometimes could take the snow off the bed with my hand while in bed. I dared not open my mouth about that.’ And there he lived for eight

  years.




  Donald MacDonald told me how his folk had been cleared from Ferindonald just north of Kilmore:




  

    

      They had come from Glencoe a few years after the massacre. My ancestor was Paul, and he landed at Armadale there down behind the pier, what they call Rubhà

      Phòil. He was the leader and so they called them MacPhail, the sons of Paul, but they were MacDonalds – that was the idea of them coming to Sleat, because it was the

      MacDonald’s [i.e. it belonged to that chief]. The eldest son had to go off to the landlord’s regiment, to some of MacDonald’s regiments or else the family would be evicted.

      Och, they were fighting these battles in the Napoleonic Wars and the Spanish Peninsular Wars – my grandfather was wounded in it, he had only one arm, it was a hook he had. But he was a

      very good joiner – he built a boat of his own in a cave by the seashore.


    


  




  This family was cleared to No. 20, Tarskavaig, a township above a bay on the west side which is so beautifully the calendar image of a crofting village that it has been a

  magnet for photographers from Robert M. Adam, working in black-and-white before the War, to the colour postcards of recent years. In these photos it looks as though a broad bright quilt in

  sap-green and bluish green, olive and ochre and brassy yellow, has been spread over rugged ground, filling the hollows, shrugging round outcrops, stretching smoothly down the slopes. White houses

  with twin gables like eyebrows on their front roofs look out over their trim rectangles of potato rigs, hayfields dotted with drying stooks, late-ripening oats, and ley fields freckled with

  flowers. Beyond, across the sound where Loch Slapin and Loch Eishort funnel out towards the ocean, the toothed and striated massifs of the Black Cuillin and Blaven, Garbh Bheinn and Marsco, rise in

  a tremendous barrier of Hebridean blue. The colour and texture of the township have simplified to an even green. Only a few potatoes are grown and the place is becoming a haven for retired people,

  mostly original families along with several of the incomers dubbed ‘goat people’ or ‘white settlers’ who have come to escape the poisons of mainland Britain.




  Alastair had sent me to his second cousin, another descendant of Paul of Glencoe, called Archie Gilleasbaig MacDonald, a retired headmaster who had just built himself a fine house on the family

  croft. His hands still showed the wear and tear of the heavy work. He was a man of bristling strength, mental as well as physical, and adept at phrasing mordant observations on

  how his people were mistreated. His feeling was that the chiefs had betrayed their people:




  

    

      The MacDonalds were outbred for generations to the English aristocracy. So they were no longer part and parcel of the people amongst whom they lived. It would be the same if

      I bred my Highland cows to shorthorns. After four generations it would be shorthorns I’d get.


    


  




  The value he set on the native and rooted qualities of this part of the world came out as he spoke about Highland cattle in the literal sense:




  

    

      It was cattle they had here, before the sheep – sheep were the worst thing that ever hit the Highlands, though I keep them myself. The Highland cattle were small,

      before the breeders turned them into horns and hair, and they matured slowly. Black, brindled, a few reds, the occasional yellow. All of them had a needle stripe down their back, a lighter

      streak like you see on a horse. We milked them out there on the hill. They were quiet. You could keep the bulls among the cows in the byre and let them out into the field in the morning. Those

      bulls were the only ones the Department of Agriculture would allow without a ring in their nose.


    


  




  For all this practical affection Archie Gilleasbaig doesn’t romanticise the old crofting culture. He emphasised the hardship of it:




  

    

      They were poor – very poor. There’s a green morass up in the hill there, the name of it is ‘the Flowing of the Blood’. They drove the cattle into the

      bog and cut a vein in their throats and drew it off and mixed it with oatmeal, like a black pudding, and then the animals could get away. Och, they were very poor, and they had these hunting

      dogs foisted on them by the keepers. Every house had to feed them for a fortnight, whether you wanted to or not. There was a neighbour of ours who could hardly feed her children but she had to

      feed the dogs. They kept them poor, it was their idea. Down at Arisaig, when they were getting cockles from the sand to eat, the landlord sent his men to plough up the beach so that the birds would eat them, to discourage the people from getting them.


    


  




  Such poverty was endemic in the marginal land of the islands but it was felt to be acute only in famine years and Tarskavaig veterans testified in 1883 that the place was

  ‘in a pretty comfortable condition’ before the Clearances. Archie lent me his daughter’s thesis on the township and this laid bare a history which could be matched all round the

  coasts. Tarskavaig was planned in 1811 and laid out in rectangular lots ruled onto the map regardless of contours. The original five little farms had grown to eleven by the time of the lotting.

  Presently, there were 31 crofts, 30 less than three acres and only four worth rent of more than £1. The population trebled while Sleat’s as a whole rose by a half. By 1883, out of nine

  crofts recently subdivided only three involved natural increase, to make room for a son: that is, the rest were being sliced up by the estate to make room for incomers evicted from elsewhere. What

  the estate had needed from its Tarskavaig property was kelp rent. The crofters cut seaweed to make the industrially valuable chemical and paid their rent in tons cut at a price fixed by the

  managers: ‘as more kelp was gathered, the rent would increase proportionately.’ Even if the people worked harder, they could never increase their income. The ingrained bitterness of a

  people forced for generations to labour like Sisyphus with stones that could never reach a resting-point came out when Archie Gilleasbaig showed me out through his grassy front garden and gave the

  ground a hard thump with his boot. ‘That’s what they gave us to live off,’ he said. ‘Rock six inches down.’




  Although Archie is still in his prime, he has a direct line to the middle nineteenth century. Sitting amongst later twentieth century comfort, picture windows and modern fabrics, he can recount

  at only one remove the exact hardships of his cleared forebears:




  

    

      My MacKinnon relatives were evicted from Morsaig [ten miles up the coast] in the early 1850s. The place was burnt while all the men were away at the fishing. When they came

      here they had to spend all night on the green because the other people hadn’t been shifted out to make room for them. Well – unless you get it from some old folk there is no knowing

      the wanderings of these displaced people. My grandmother told me about it. I knew her so well. She would have been about 102 when she died in 1932, when I was ten. She knew

      absolutely no English. She was a servant girl up at Ord House and her wage was £6 a year and tea – the MacDonalds there had been planters so there was plenty of tea. They fed the

      servants on braxy mutton, where the sheep had had that illness. They used to say it was fit to eat if you took up the carcase by the legs and swung it round your head and it stayed in one

      piece!




      The exact spot where they lived in Morsaig was marked by a big ash tree growing at the end wall of the house. They cut it down a few years ago and my father was furious. They were piling

      them into this village, people were living in little huts by the shore. And then they built themselves houses – you could tell them, they all faced north and east and the back wall was

      the rock. And then my grandmother’s brothers, Charles MacKinnon and I think it was John MacKinnon, they wouldn’t lift their bonnets to Lord MacDonald, because their grandmother had

      been cleared. So they were kicked out.


    


  




  The wanderings of the displaced people: I badly wanted to follow their actual routes, as nearly as you can today. The line that most drew me led from Suishnish and Boreraig

  eastward along the north shore of Loch Eishort to Drumfearn. Alastair MacKinnon’s people had been unusual in retreating that way. Most went north to Broadford through Strath Suardal and were

  seen there by a young Lowlander, Archibald Geikie, later renowned as a geologist:




  

    

      A strange wailing sound reached my ears at intervals on the breeze from the west . . . I could see a long and motley procession winding along the road that led north from

      Suishnish . . . the minister [of Kilbride] with his wife and daughters had come out to meet the people and bid them all farewell . . . There were old men and women, too feeble to walk, who were

      placed in carts; the younger members of the community on foot were carrying their bundles of clothes and household effects, while the children, with looks of alarm, walked alongside. When they

      set forth once more, a cry of grief went up to heaven, the long plaintive wail, like a funeral coronach, was resumed . . . the sound seemed to re-echo through the whole wide valley of Strath in

      one prolonged note of desolation.


    


  




  That lacerating passage and the contemporary newspaper and pamphlet account have been quoted more than once. We know how Flora Matheson, aged 96, had her

  house barred and padlocked against her and was helped by her grandchildren to crawl to a byre, where they lived for months. Here her son joined her when he came home from harvest work on the

  mainland. When he fell ill in the cold and damp and died, he lay with his head at the door, his black hair waving in the wind, till he was coffined. We know how at Suishnish three men, a MacInnes

  and two Macraes, fought with the ground officers – were taken in irons to Portree – walked voluntarily to Inverness to be tried for deforcement – were acquitted, then evicted five

  days after Christmas. Their mother was dragged out into the snow on a blanket. As her grandson aged seven said that night, ‘O nam bitheadh m’athair an seo an-diugh, cò aig an

  robh a chridhe seo a dhèanamh oirnn!’ (‘If my father was here today, who would dare to do this to us!’). But none of these accounts mentions the milk: the sadistic

  wasting of it at the eviction, the daunting failure of it that night when the cleared folk lay down exhausted among their animals at Drumfearn.




  It turns out that what the estate men did with the milk was even more obliterating than Alastair’s memoir had already told me. In the spring of 1989, on Mull, I visited Mary Morrison at

  Penmore Mill near Dervaig, expecting to hear memoirs of clearance in that area. Within minutes she was describing the clearance of Boreraig, as she had been told it by her father. He was a

  Macrae, born in the 1840s, a boy in 1853:




  

    

      One thing that he always used to mention, he remembered the bailiffs putting out the fire with the basins of milk – you know that they set the milk for cream to make

      butter, and they put out the fires with the basins of milk, and I suppose a small boy would remember that, because in those days milk was very precious at that time . . . And he had a story of

      a very old lady who was ill and had to be lifted out from her house on a litter. He mentioned her by name, she was a Matheson, in fact he was related to her.


    


  




  The fire will have been in the centre of the house, on a stone hearth set in an earth floor, the smoke going up and out of a chimney-hole in the roof. The

  custom was that there was always at least one fire burning in the village. In spring, when the soot-caked thatch was taken off the roofs and littered over the fields to fertilise them, this was

  done in turn so that by the time the last house came to shed its thatch the first was already roofed again and its fire re-kindled. The keeping in of the fire was so close to the heart of their way

  of life that people said a prayer as they smoored it – built turfs over it at night so that the embers would still be hot in the morning:




  

    

      

        I smoor the fire




        As the Son of Mary would smoor it.




        Blessed be the house and the fire,




        Blessed be all the people.




        Who is on the floor? Peter and Paul.




        Who must keep the watch tonight?




        Gentle Mary and her Son.




        The mouth of God said, the angel of God tells.




        An angel in the door of every house




        To shield and protect us all




        Till white day comes in the morning.


      


    


  




  It is no wonder that the words ‘hearth’ and ‘heart’ are so like each other and no wonder that the evictors chose to strike there, as they did in

  Knoydart opposite Sleat, on Barra, in Lewis at Dallmore (‘Had you seen it, you could scarcely bear the sight’) and Great Bernera and Shawbost (while the woman was away getting her baby

  vaccinated), in Harris and Strath Naver (water poured down the chimney-hole which ‘created a volume of smoke, mingled with ashes, that filled the whole place, and made breathing most

  difficult’) . . .




  Such was the work of the estate men who were dubbed, in Sutherland, the ‘fire brigade’, led by Donald Bannerman whose nickname was ‘Sgrios’ – destroy. For all the

  fires of a township to be quenched – forever – was fundamental. It must have been experienced as a breach in something eternal, a snuffing-out of the life-possibility itself, and to do

  it with the clean and precious milk, from the wooden cogs scoured with fresh water and stones rubbed to a high finish, linked the obliterations of food and fuel, warmth and nourishment, in a single

  unholy rite. Imagine it: the slopping of the milk as it was carried indoors – the hiss-and-dunt of the explosion as the liquid hit the flaming peats – the obscene stench like flesh

  scorched – the fizzing and curdling of the last few bubbles around the embers.




  I set out for Suishnish and Boreraig from the road-end at Camus Malag, the home of Mary Morrison’s mother, where her father went to fish lobsters and presumably to court his bride –

  Mary called it ‘a tiny cove, a beautiful little place’. A track climbed and twisted southward, built when the Board of Agriculture briefly re-crofted Suishnish after the Great War.

  Attuned to the history of the place, my eyes were seeing traces of the old life everywhere. Up in the hollows of the moor on my left, the map shows only an ancient remnant, a dun or Iron Age fort

  at Kearstach. When I quested up there, drawn by a faint corduroy of lazybeds in the heather, I found an entire village strung out along a rib where the land lifted clear of the bog. Each house was

  visible as an oblong of big grey stones, the corners rounded, a green lawn still girdling the homestead. ‘It was a bleak country,’ says the modern historian. But the cleared lands were

  usually the antithesis of ‘bleak’. Suishnish presently opened out on both sides of the track in an ample spread of good grassland, a gently inclined plateau between moor and cliff,

  seventy or eighty acres of field still scarcely smirched by weeds. On the inland side, which was clearly the old core of the place, a pattern of paths knitting houses to each other and low stone

  dykes topped with turf made sense of the terrain as features articulate a human face. The houses – mere hollow cairns now – were well back from the cliff edge where the sea-winds would

  make a withering updraught. The one modern house, still roofed in crinkly tin painted raw red, was on the seaward side of the track. It looked to be a shepherd’s bothy: black iron bedstead

  with mildewed mattress, splayed ricketty chairs, torn tongues of wallpaper lolling off the walls, a few brown glass bottles, a copy of the National Farmers’ Union weekly for August 1985

  yellowing on the window-sill. As I approached, a figure in a khaki anorak, head bowed and hooded, walked slowly into a lean-to fifty yards off the track. As I drew level, I saw him moving about in

  the half-dark inside and waved my hand. No response. A minute later I looked back. The lean-to might as well have been deserted.




  One hundred and thirty-one years before, Alastair’s grandmother and her people had abandoned No. 11 up amongst the fields and trekked off eastward. Perhaps they hoped for shelter among the

  Macraes and MacInneses of Boreraig. The abhagan, the terriers, might be leaving it alone – who could tell? Better risk that than accept a passage on an emigrant

  ship like last year’s Suishnish contingent. They had sailed from Campbeltown on the Hercules and suffered terribly from smallpox. The passage between hill and sea-cliff narrows. The

  steep ground to the left rears into Carn Dearg and Creag an Daraich, the red rocky hill and the cliff of oaks, armoured in very old hard sandstone. Here is the drop, 350 feet to the sea, a place

  they rarely passed if they could help it, marked by a boulder jutting into midair, its face streaked with tears of rain. The updraught has carved a funnel-mouth out of sandy clay. The brown-legged

  girls and boys go first, gripping the stones with peat-stained toes, posting themselves with their sticks to bar the way against the cattle which drive their hooves through the turf and stand at

  bay rolling their eyes, flinching at a gust from the sea immediately below. They half plunge down the stony chute, backbones sloping and straightening. The dogs snap at their houghs, are jerked

  back by snarls from the men. The young women follow the cattle, creels lurching on their backs, pale or flushed faces of babies peering over the rims. The older women bow under the weight of the

  tools, foot-ploughs and flachter-spades for the peats tied in bundles with heather-ropes, spinning wheels, black pots and slowrie-chains for hanging them above the fire, the wooden cogs for the

  milk. Nobody looks back to the padlocked houses.
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