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Preface



This book was initiated by the late Scott Chalmers (1948–2022), grandson of Christina MacDonald MacQueen. Miles Kerr-Peterson was employed by Scott in his manufacturing businesses, and knowing Miles’ background in Scottish history, he brought in a tan-coloured leather trunk, and asked if there was anything important in there.


The trunk was a collection of materials gathered by Janet Chalmers (Christina’s daughter, 1916–95, known as ‘Jenny’), which passed to her brother David Chalmers (1926–2017) and then his son Robert Chalmers, who had lent them to Scott (a cousin). Nestled within a broad collection of recent St Kilda newspaper clippings was a fragmentary rump of older materials that had belonged to Jenny’s mother.


Given the massive literature written about St Kilda over the last century, it is surprising that the writings of Christina MacDonald MacQueen have not been noticed. Much was in the public domain, published in a number of newspapers, although additional and invaluable contextual materials were contained within the trunk. In these we have a former islander writing about herself at the time of the evacuation, and in the context of her own family tragedies that ultimately triggered the abandonment of a millennia-old settlement.


Scott Chalmers, in whose memory this volume is dedicated, died before the completion of the project. He had been suffering from a cocktail of debilitating cancers for almost a decade, but declined sharply over 2022. A sketch biography of Christina, along with a transcription of her writings contained in the trunk did reach him, and his sons were able to read it to him on his deathbed, which apparently bought him some comfort.


Thanks are also expressed to Robert Chalmers, not least as guardian of Jenny’s trunk and its valuable contents, but also for lugging said trunk across Scotland on various occasions to make this project possible. Likewise, very hearty thanks are made to Richard (‘Bob’) Chalmers, Scott’s son, for his kind and unwavering support in the finishing of this project.


Thanks are also expressed to John Gillies (great nephew of Christina) and Alasdair MacEachen, who made invaluable comments and corrections on the text, and gave helpful insight identifying individuals in the various photographs. However, any errors remaining in the text belong to the editors.


Only after the original manuscript of this book was submitted was Andrew Fleming’s excellent The Gravity of Feathers published, which includes an excellent summary of Christina’s life. Fleming found some wonderful additional details, not least Reverend James Christie of Carlisle who described Christina in 1905, when she was twenty-one as ‘a perfect Venus de Milo’. (The Gravity of Feathers, 253–5, 272.)





1884–1903:
Growing up on St Kilda



On 10 February 1884 Christina MacDonald MacQueen was born at 10 Main Street, Village Bay, on Hirta.1 Hirta is the main island of the St Kilda archipelago, and was the only one permanently inhabited. She was born into a small community: three years prior the population of the island was a mere 77 individuals, spread among 19 households.2 Christina’s articles paint the picture of her island home in brighter colours than we can, so we will restrain ourselves in this introduction to outlining her life and childhood up to 1930. We will then continue her story around her writings.


Christina’s parents were Marion MacDonald and Donald MacQueen. She was their sixth child, although only the third to survive infancy. From the 1911 census we learn the horrible fact that Marion had given birth to a total of twelve living children over her lifetime, with only four surviving to that time (eight died in infancy, two as adults). Infant death plagued St Kilda. There was around a 50 per cent child mortality rate through most of the nineteenth century due to tetanus, compared to industrial Britain’s average rate of around 15 per cent.3 Christina was a very lucky baby. George Murray, the schoolmaster on St Kilda from 1886 to 1887, describes in his diary the agonising illness of baby MacKinnon, a contemporary of Christina: born on 14 December 1886 ‘Child large and very promising. Mother doing well’, but taken ill on the 22nd and died on the 27th. ‘In the grave which was opened I saw the coffins of its two little brothers that died the same way.’4 Christina mentions infant mortality at the end of her article of 28 December 1929, and attributes the cure of the blight to the minister Angus Fiddes, who served on the island from 1889 to 1901, and who took it upon himself to seek midwifery training on the mainland.


Christina was most likely named after Marion’s mother, Christina MacKinnon, 1819–87, although Marion also had a sister of the same name who had died in 1880. The name itself was one of the rarer forenames of the island; the more common female names at the time were Catherine, Rachel, Anne and Mary.5 Marion’s father was John MacDonald (1811–89). Christina’s paternal grandfather Donald (see below) had died in 1880, while all her other grandparents would be dead by the time she was six years old. However, she would be blessed by having two aunts on her mother’s side, Margaret MacDonald (1839–1926) and Catherine MacDonald (1842–1912).


In the 1891 census, we find her in her childhood home as part of a household of six: Donald and Marion with 14-year-old Ann, 11-year-old Norman, 7-year-old Christina and 5-year-old Donald. Their little home had only three rooms with windows: two bedrooms and a kitchen. In her article of 14 December 1929, Christina mentions stories by the fireside, and the presence of spinning wheels and a loom hanging from a roof beam. The spinning wheels were used by the women to make thread which Donald wove on the loom. Number 10 Main Street had been built around 1861–68, so was relatively new when Christina was born. It stood immediately adjoining the west side to the little path that led to the circular burial ground, and was almost in the centre of the settlement in Village Bay (see map). In total there were sixteen of these modern houses on Hirta and numerous older dwellings-come-storehouses or byres called ‘blackhouses’. At the time of that census three of these blackhouses were still being used as dwellings, such as that of old Rachel MacCrimmon, who Christina describes in her article for the Scots Magazine. The whole island spoke Gaelic and her articles show that English was also limited among many of the older generation, such as Rachel.


Christina’s father, Donald, was the third in succession to bear that name (while her brother was the fourth and last to be born on Hirta). The first had been born on St Kilda in the mid-eighteenth century. In 1720 and 1727 two epidemics devastated the population of St Kilda, and Christina describes these in detail in her article of 14 December 1929 (although she mistook the year for 1729). Before this great mortality, Hirta’s population had been between 180 and 200. After, it was around 42: nine men, ten women, fifteen boys and eight girls. Eleven of the males – three men and eight boys – had been stranded on Stac an Armin over the winter of 1727–28 and escaped the ravages of smallpox. Around twenty-one households had been reduced to four.6 The feudal superiors of the islands, the MacLeods of Dunvegan, thereafter sent a handful of settlers each year to repopulate the islands. It has been alleged these settlers were felons, sent by the MacLeods as punishment, although this has not been confirmed by contemporary evidence. Christina certainly bristles against the assertion in her letter to the Oban Times of July 1930. Among the new settlers was one Finlay MacQueen, although there had been MacQueens on Hirta prior to 1727, and there was even a legend that the first settler on the island was an Irishman called ‘Macquin’.7 Finlay was born sometime around 1695 on Uist. He married a woman with a MacDonald surname, presumably one of the survivors from the pre-epidemic St Kilda families.


Among Finlay’s children was a John MacQueen (1750–1830), who married an Ann MacDonald in 1769. One of John’s children was Donald MacQueen (1781–1839), who married a Mary MacCrimmon in 1802. Among Donald and Mary’s children was the second Donald MacQueen (1804–80), who married a Kirstie Gillies in 1833. An 1860 plan of Village Bay shows a long strip of land in the occupation of Donald MacQueen II, which was to the front of where number 10 would later be built. A ‘blackhouse’ at its top on Main Street (which survives next to number 10) was his dwelling, built in 1834.8


Among Donald II’s children was the third Donald MacQueen, born in 1840, Christina’s father. In 1862 this Donald had a son with Ann MacDonald. He was the well-known and photographed Finlay MacQueen (1862–1941), master bird catcher and climber. Donald III married Mary Gillies in 1868. She died in 1871. On 2 September 1873, he married Marion MacDonald, Christina’s mother.9 In 1883, the year prior to Christina’s birth, Donald was selected, alongside Reverend John MacKay and Angus Gillies, to represent the islanders when the Napier Commission arrived on Hirta to discuss crofting reform. A major grievance was the lack of shipping communication between St Kilda and the rest of Scotland over the winter, something Christina consistently complains about in her articles. Donald was interviewed and spoke confidently on rents, fowling, export prices and the need for a pier to help with fishing.10


Christina seems to have had a typical childhood on the island. This is outlined in detail in her articles, although she only briefly mentions her schooling as an aside in her final article. From 1879 a schoolteacher was employed on the island, although few teachers stayed much longer than a year, and their quality varied: one in the late 1890s knew no Gaelic and was hence of little use. From 1890 to 1900 the minister, Angus Fiddes, seems to have borne the responsibility. Schooling took place between the ages of 6 and 14. The schoolhouse was built in 1898, when Christina would have been about 14. Prior to this schooling was probably carried out in the church. The children were taught arithmetic, reading in both Gaelic and English, the history of Scotland, and geography. They were also taught to memorise scripture at Sunday School. From the 1880s the teaching on Hirta had included more English language. Christina would have been one of those described by the visitor Heathcote in 1900 as ‘the rising generation who speak it [English] quite well’. This enhanced English education allowed many of the island youth to leave the island for places like Glasgow.11


In the 1901 census, taken when Christina was 17 years old, there were eight people living in number 10: Donald III and Marion, and their children, Christina and Donald IV, as well as 9-year-old John and 6-year-old Mary. The couple’s eldest son, Norman, who had also been present in 1891, was a 21-year-old, and was also still living at home alongside his 24-year-old wife, also named Christina.


 


__________


1  National Records of Scotland Statutory Register of Births III/4 7. That month the minister of St Kilda, John MacKay, refused to baptise baby Christina, as her father refused to submit to church discipline over some unrecorded infraction. Andrew Fleming, The Gravity of Feathers: Fame Fortune and the Story of St Kilda (Birlinn, 2024), 140.


2  Seventeen of the households were islanders, then there was the Manse with the minister’s household, and the Factor’s House, which was occupied by Ann MacKinlay, the nurse and teacher.


3  Roger Hutchinson, St Kilda: A People’s History (Birlinn, 2014), 134.


4  ‘McKinnon’ is used here as Murray’s spelling, although MacKinnon was the more usual spelling. Murray also records another baby dying of the illness, then in heart-wrenching detail of a girl aged ten. Maureen Kerr, George Muray: A Schoolteacher for St Kilda, 1886–87 (Islands Books Trust, 2013), 78–82, 90–1, 100.


5  George Seton, St Kilda (Birlinn, 2019), 113. Christina was probably known as ‘Kirsty’, and this is how Andrew Fleming refers to her in The Gravity of Feathers. We have kept the more formal Christina here and Robert rather than ‘Bob’ for her husband.


6  Hutchinson, St Kilda, 83, 86–7.


7  Mary Harman, An Isle Called Hirte: a History and Culture of St Kilda to 1930 (MacLean Press, 1997), 130.


8  Geoffrey Stell and Mary Harman, Buildings of St Kilda (RCAHMS, 1988), 4–12.


9  National Records of Scotland RD:111-03; Hutchinson, St Kilda, p.172. Donald III and Mary Gillies had a daughter, Mary Ann MacQueen, born 1871, who married William MacDonald. They had a large family, including Calum MacDonald whose memoir From Cleits to Castles: A St Kildan Looks Back, is published by the Islands Book Trust. With thanks to John Gillies for explaining this link.


10  Hutchinson, St Kilda, 209–11; 219–24.


11  Hutchinson, St Kilda, 207, 217, 234, 242, 268; Harman, An Isle Called Hirte, 257; Norman Heathcote, St Kilda (Longmans, 1900), 78.





1903–1929:
Leaving St Kilda



Christina gives two dates for leaving St Kilda: 1903 in her article for the Daily Record (29 August 1930), and 1909 in her article for the Hamilton Advertiser (7 December 1929). The circumstances are described in detail in her article for the Daily Record. It is not impossible that she left briefly on a trip in 1903, then left again for good in 1909. In her writing Christina explicitly describes a desire to leave the islands and see the world and ‘what lay beyond the distant peaks of Harris’. She says, ‘I left home because I wanted to. I was the first woman to do so following the clearance of 1855’ (although strictly an Ann MacDonald had left in 1889 with minister MacKay, to whom she was servant12).


She left a relatively healthy community and a large family. However, both of these circumstances would change in the following decades. On 22 March 1909, her brothers Norman and John drowned when their boat capsized off Dun.13 This had a noticeably terrible impact on her father, who she says never smiled again. He died soon after, in June 1910. If Christina did leave in 1909, the deaths of her two brothers, and a desire not to be a burden on her remaining family, may have been a contributing factor: ‘the young men and women of the island are just like the young men and women of the glens – they get out as soon as they find themselves a burden on the community.’


Christina was almost certainly helped to settle in Glasgow by Alexander Ferguson (1868–1960), a St Kildan tweed merchant, who lived in the city. Alexander had left Hirta in 1892 and established A.G. Ferguson and Co. St Kilda and Harris Tweed Factors of 93 Hope Street. Alexander’s home in Glasgow (in later years in Old Kilpatrick) was usually the first place for St Kildans to stay on leaving the islands and Christina is glowing in her praise for Alexander in her articles.14 In her piece for the Daily Express of 13 June 1930 she describes Alexander’s home as ‘the St Kildians’ employment exchange. Here he has kept them till work was found’.


By the 1911 census, Christina was living as a servant at 2 Bowmont Terrace in Hyndland. This was an ample townhouse in an upmarket part of the city. Her occupation was ‘cook, domestic’. She was working for the family of James T Stuart, a machine engineer and tool maker. The home included James’ wife Robina, and two daughters: Mary (who at 26 was just a year older than Christina) and Janet (aged 21). Christina was the only member of the household who spoke Gaelic.


A far cry from the crowded bustle of Glasgow, or indeed St Kilda in 1901, number 10 Main Street back on Hirta had just three occupants in the 1911 census: 24-year-old Donald IV, now head of the household, the widowed Marion and 16-year-old Mary. In 1912, the remaining islanders had to appeal for outside help for fear of starvation, which was revealed by a Daily Mirror campaign. Soon after the population was laid low by an outbreak of influenza, for which the Royal Navy had to intervene with further supplies and nurses.15


On 4 October 1912 Christina married Robert Kinneill Chalmers at Scotstoun Parish Church. Robert Chalmers had been born in Kilbirnie, Ayrshire. His father was David Chalmers (1860–1930) originally from Kinghorn in Fife, a ‘Flax Hecklemaker’, someone who made tools that prepared flax fibres prior to spinning. His mother was a Janet Mackie (1865–1930) of Inverkeithing. Twenty-four-year-old Robert (four years younger than Christina) was a shipwright living at 19 Somerville Street (now Methill Street) in Scotstoun. It is possible that Robert’s father, David Chalmers’ connections to the textile industry had put him in contact with Alexander Ferguson’s tweed business.


Interestingly, Christina and Robert’s marriage seems to have been Church of Scotland. Christina was raised Free Church and the islands had been fiercely attached to this denomination since the 1840s, being one of the main drivers behind the 1852 exodus of 36 St Kildans to Australia.16


In 1935, some 23 years after their marriage, Robert wrote an article for the Sunday Post (appendix 2) in which he described visiting Hirta in July 1911 with Christina to seek permission for the marriage. It seems that Robert was the first non-St Kildan to visit the island to be vetted in this way. Donald Ferguson had sailed out with them and Robert was suitably inspected and approved by the islanders.17 Sadly, most of the article is dedicated to describing the terrific storm on the return voyage, instead of delving into greater detail about his welcome. Christina also spoke about the return voyage in her article of 18 January 1930. A good visual idea of their voyage out, and a tourist’s impression of Hirta at that time, might be seen in a photographic album dating to that year of a voyage of the Hebrides, published by Campbell McCutcheon.18


In 1916 Christina and Robert had their first child Janet, or ‘Jenny’, Chalmers. In an echo of the horrific infant mortality on St Kilda, in January 1918 Christina gave birth to another daughter Nora, who tragically died only three months later. Misery would return the following year, when another daughter, Violet, died on 29 May 1919 aged only three weeks. Nora and Violet’s burial plot in the Western Necropolis would later hold the bodies of Christina’s sister Mary Gillies, and Mary’s baby Annie.19 Another son was born in 1920, Robert, then another, James Ramsay MacDonald, in 1924 (who also died in 1926). James was buried at St Kentigern’s Churchyard, Stonehouse. Finally, two further sons, Donald and David, were born in 1924 and 1926 respectively.


We know relatively little of the family through the 1920s, although Robert is noted in the newspapers as part of the Stonehouse Silver Band, and was bandmaster from at least 1924 until resigning in February 1927. He was conductor for a time in 1925 at least.20


Back on St Kilda Christina’s mother Marion died of heart failure on 10 June 1921. Presumably Christina would have travelled out to the island for the funeral. Her brother, Donald IV, had found work in 1916, during the First World War, as a lookout for the Royal Navy on Mullach Mor, for which he was paid two shillings a day. Sometime after the war, presumably between 1920 and 1924, he also left St Kilda, finding work in the Napier shipyard in Old Kilpatrick, alongside two other islanders.21 This left Christina’s sister Mary on the island. She had married John Gillies, and the couple took over number 10. In 1925, Mary gave birth to Norman John Gillies, who was named after Mary and Christina’s two drowned brothers. Also remaining on the island was Christina’s half-brother, the famous cragsman, Finlay MacQueen.22


When Christina left in 1903, the island had a more or less stable population, around 80. Little had changed by 1911, when the population was exactly 80 and in 1921 there were 73 individuals. After this point though, the number collapsed very quickly, and by 1928 there were only about 37 people left. The connections made in the war encouraged many of the young to move, while growing hardships on the island, exacerbated by lack of labour, created a cycle that forced many more of the young away. It was partly this drop in numbers and associated hardships that led to the evacuation of Hirta in 1930, which form the focus of Christina’s writing.


 


__________


12  Hutchinson, St Kilda, 242.


13  Christina gets the year of this incident wrong in her articles, referring to 1908. The school teacher Alice MacLachlan records it in 1909. David A. Quine, St Kilda Portraits (Dowland Press, 1988), 105–6. She refers to John in the Gaelic ‘Ian’ in her article (although the Gaelic spelling is usually Iain), but keeps Norman anglicised rather than referring to him as ‘Tormod’. With thanks to John Gillies for highlighting this.


14  Hutchinson, St Kilda, 268; Donald John Gillies, The Truth About St Kilda (Birlinn, 2019) 21.


15  Charles Maclean, Island on the Edge of the World: The Story of St Kilda (Canongate, 1972, 1992 edn), 153–5.


16  Hutchinson, St Kilda, 145–7.


17  Presumably Donald Ferguson, born 1880 later to become the Rev. Donald Ferguson.


18  Campbell McCutcheon, St Kilda: A Journey to the End of the World (Tempus, 2002).


19  The grave location was unmarked and was identified in 2006 by Roger McStravick for Norman John Gillies (Mary was his mother) and David Chalmers (brother to Norah and Violet). Gillies and Chalmers commissioned a proper stone headstone for the spot. With thanks to John Gillies for passing on this story.


20  Dundee Courier, 26 July 1924, p.2; West Lothian Courier, 3 July 1925; Sunday Mail, 13 February 1927, p.16.


21  Gillies, The Truth About St Kilda, 11, 18.


22  Quine, St Kilda Portraits, 34. Elisabeth Gifford, The Last Families on St Kilda (St Kilda Club, 2020); Calum MacDonald, From Cleits to Castles: A St Kildan Looks Back (Islands Book Trust, 2010, 2020 edn), 124.





1929–1930:
Evacuation and Christina’s Articles



The majority of the articles and photographs here were collected by Christina’s eldest daughter, Jenny Chalmers. On Jenny’s death, these passed to her brother David Chalmers of Penicuik. There was no note on the articles of the place of publication, although all have been subsequently identified. Further articles by Christina, and her husband Robert Chalmers, have been added. This book has arranged these in largely chronological order. Among the articles Jenny collected are other clippings relating to the fortunes and evacuation of St Kilda. These have been omitted here, although these were likely what Christina was reacting to in her articles, often with great frustration.


The dwindling population of St Kilda had become critical in the 1920s, as the exodus of young people after the First World War meant the necessary labours needed to sustain life could not be carried out. However, it is not immediately obvious what prompted Christina to start writing at the end of 1929. Some newspaper reports earlier in the year noted the dwindling population of the island, such as the Evening Telegraph of 27 May 1929, which commented on two deaths over the winter. In July the minister, John MacLeod left and was replaced by Dugald Munro, an event which really emphasised to the press the meagre population.23 However, it was still thought that evacuation would not be effected for some time.24 More sustained worries about the island, and suggestions about abandonment, would not start until mid-December, by which time Christina had already started her Hamilton Advertiser series.25


Things came to a head in February 1930, when Christina’s sister Mary Gillies suffered a difficult pregnancy. The resident nurse, Williamina Barclay, summoned Dr Alexander Shearer from the mainland, who took Mary to Stobhill hospital in Glasgow. Mary and her husband John left their 5-year-old son Norman John on the quayside in the care of his grandmother Annie. Mary would never see him again. In Glasgow, Mary was attended by her sister Christina, but died, along with her baby Annie, on 26 May 1930. Unable to send her body back to St Kilda, as was apparently Mary’s last wish, she and her baby were buried in the plot of Christina’s two infant babies in Glasgow’s Western Necropolis. Newspaper reports of this unfolding tragedy have been inserted between Christina’s articles. The death of her sister was the context in which Christina wrote the subsequent articles: in grief and facing the prospect that life on her home island was about to collapse. The crisis probably prompted Christina’s run of articles in the Dundee People’s Journal between May and June 1930.


On 10 May 1930 the remaining St Kildans wrote to William Adamson the Secretary of State for Scotland, seeking assistance to leave the island and ‘find homes and occupations on the mainland’. This had been initiated by Nurse Barclay. Christina is distinctly cold about Barclay in her letters to the Oban Times. The issue was delegated to Tom Johnston, Under Secretary of State for Scotland, who went to St Kilda on 12 June 1930 and started making arrangements for evacuation. As evacuation came to be seen as inevitable to the outside world, Christina, and her husband Robert, continued to write articles for the Daily Express, the Oban Times, Hamilton Advertiser and Daily Record.


Christina’s articles, culminating most forcefully in the Oban Times of July 1930, reflected on the history and decline of the island, but also sought, in vain, to stop the evacuation, and to heavily criticise its necessity. Despite the ‘united desire’ of the remaining residents to leave,26 Christina was against the decision, blaming the government for not providing the islanders with enough support. In July, following her letter in the Oban Times, she received a letter from Seamus Clann Fhearguis, an aristocratic adventurer living in New York, detailing a plan to halt the evacuation. Nothing came of this scheme and it is unclear whether Christina pursued it, or even what she thought about it.


By 19 July, the day Seamus wrote his battle plan, her husband Robert was in St Kilda, writing postcards from the island about the good time he and his father were having sightseeing and shooting puffins. They had arrived on 15 July. This was during the Glasgow Fair, so Robert would have had time off work, and the paper who likely commissioned the trip, the Hamilton Advertiser, had presumably paid his expenses. Robert took many photographs of his journey and penned articles for the paper about the trip. Christina probably remained in Glasgow looking after their children. Her sister’s widower husband, John Gillies, her nephew Norman John Gillies (both living with John’s mother in number 15), and her half-brother Finlay MacQueen were her main immediate family left on the island at this point. Robert recounts being




present on the Island when the Government’s documents relating to the disposal of the Islanders’ flocks came to hand. They co-opted me as a member of their centuries-old Forum, and asked me to read over the terms. I did so, after which they were translated into Gaelic for the benefit of the older members.
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