

[image: ]







Tales of the Morar Highlands



ALASDAIR ROBERTS


[image: illustration]









 


This edition published in 2019 by


Birlinn Origin, an imprint of


Birlinn Limited


West Newington House


10 Newington Road


Edinburgh EH9 1QS


www.birlinn.co.uk


Reprinted 2026


Copyright © Alasdair Roberts 2006


Foreword copyright © Hugh Cheape 2006


The moral right of Alasdair Roberts to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form without the express written permission of the publisher.


ISBN 978 0 85790 769 1


British-Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


[image: illustration]


Typeset by Hewer Text (UK) Ltd, Edinburgh


Printed and bound by Ashford Colour Press, Gosport









 


For Deirdre in Morar










Contents


List of Illustrations


Foreword


Acknowledgments


Map


1 James MacDonald’s Morar Highlands


2 Old Tales and True Tales


3 The Girl in the Picture


4 Wanderings with the Photographer


5 In the Land of Prince Charlie


6 Highlanders at Home and Abroad


7 All Sorts of Landlords


8 Old Ways and New


9 The Big Water


10 Transatlantic Tales


11 In Our Time


Further Reading


Index










List of Illustrations


1 James MacDonald’s book


2 MEM Donaldson and her Green Maria


3 Sandy MacDonald at Erskine Hosipital


4 Chirstie and Sandy on honeymoon


5 Mrs Chirstie MacDonald and friend


6 Sandy MacVarish and family visiting Glenoban


7 ‘A Cottage that was at Morar’


8 The MacDonald family at Kinigarry


9 ‘A Little West Highlander’: Charlie MacDonald


10 ‘A Highland Piper’: Angus MacDonald


11 Archie Macallister at Rhu pier


12 Peter Macallister: ‘Tonal Mactonal’


13 Angus MacLellan, ‘Seaview’, cutting peats


14 Morar grave at Kilmory, Arisaig


15 Eneas Ranald MacDonell of Morar


16 Morar House, Traigh


17 Making lazy-beds by cas chrom


18 Chapel and house, Bracarina


19 St Cumin’s, Morar


20 The Morar Children


21 The Falls of Morar


22 Loch Morar Survey


23 Margaree, Cape Breton


24 Glenoban, Loch Morar


25 One car, two cows


26 Donald and Jessie MacDonald, Tarbert


27 Lord Lovat at Morar cemetery, 1932


28 Camusdarach beach


29 Sunset over Eigg and Rum










Foreword


In the fulsome literature of Scottish topography there is no more startling and exceptional work than The Highlands, published in London by Batsford in 1959. To happen on the book on a library shelf, clothed in late-Romantic dust-cover of mountain scenery with which we are so familiar, neither presentation nor imprint would prepare you for the text. Thankfully for Scotland and the Gàidhealtachd, this book was republished by Club Leabhar in 1975 and by Mainstream in 1990. This was the great book of twentieth-century Scotland’s outstanding folklore collector, Calum Maclean, of the School of Scottish Studies, who died the following year. It was not without significance that, in his survey of the Mainland Highlands during the preceding century and a half, his second chapter was ‘Morar, Arisaig and Moidart’. Page after page glows with esteem and admiration for the district and its people, their wealth of tradition, their friendliness and hospitality, their individualism, and above all faithfulness to their past. For Calum, this was a part of Scotland whose special quality was intuitively recognised.


Popular literature has been guilty of playing to the gallery by offering up these localities of West Lochaber as ‘Prince Charlie’s Country’, but this is a sad distortion of the country’s past and an unacceptable denial of a still easily detectable thousand years of Gaelic civilisation. As Calum comments: ‘One would expect that in this area there would still be stories and traditions about the “Forty-five” and Prince Charlie. Strange to say, there is not so very much.’ Since the last of the Jacobite Wars visited such devastation on this area, it may not be surprising that local tradition is sparing in its recall of the tragedy. Alexander MacDonald, the matchless Alasdair mac Mhaighstir Alasdair of Moidart, who had himself invested so much in the Stewart enterprise, despaired for the nochd ’s bhochd Mhùideart (‘the naked and poor of Moidart’) in the wake of the Forty-five, and ‘French John’ MacDonald of Borrodale commented laconically on the Prince’s final departure that ‘he left us all in a worse state than he found us’. Humour sometimes thrives in adversity and the credulity of later generations surely has been tested after the map makers toured the districts and dutifully marked up ‘Prince Charlie’s Cave’ round every corner. ‘There are hundreds of Prince Charlie’s caves that the royal fugitive never saw’, as Calum Maclean reassures us. The process has long begun of putting the Forty-five to one side, of by-passing the soi-disant ‘Prince Charlie’s Cave’, and learning how to explore Highland areas such as this. Alasdair Roberts’ espousal of Morar in this work and of quiet heroes such as James MacDonald and many more puts us much in his debt. In the chronicles of these pages he advances this sense and awareness, dormant in the outside world perhaps since Calum’s untimely death, of the special qualities of Morar, Arisaig and Moidart.


There is a powerful and poignant note in Calum Maclean’s prose of a sense of wonder and discovery as he travelled the district in the 1950s. This was then, and had long been, an area ‘remote’ in the perception of most Britons. Artists and engravers such as Horatio MacCulloch or Thomas Allom apart, the new tourist rarely moved north and west of the Great Glen. The area was largely unknown even to Scots. When visitors began to tour the Highlands and Hebrides in significant numbers in the nineteenth-century, many saw themselves as intrepid adventurers and as far from the centres of their civilisation as any explorers in African or American continents. They equipped themselves with the new ‘handbook’ genre of tourist literature, the classic examples of which, such as Robert Hall, The Scottish Sportsman and Tourist and Black’s Picturesque Tourist of Scotland, went through many editions in the course of the nineteenth century and were constantly updated as the frontiers were pushed back and the network of communications grew.


It must be significant that these handbooks are strong in terms of detailed information on those areas covered by earlier generations of travellers such as the eighteenth-century Thomas Pennant and Johnson and Boswell, and also on the loci of Sir Walter Scott’s poems and novels. They appear to be vague and non-committal on the unexplored interstices, so it is strongly evident for example that the authors of the voluminous Black’s Picturesque Tourist (approximately 600 pages) had never visited the west coast area of Morar, Arisaig and Moidart and were unable to make recommendations. The maps in their gazetteers generally include the road from Fort William and Banavie to Arisaig – the so-called ‘Loch-na-Gaul’ road – built after 1803 under the auspices of the civil engineer, Thomas Telford, and the Commission for Highland Roads and Bridges, but they only offer faint advice for travellers. It is all the more surprising since this is what later tourist guides were to label so enthusiastically as ‘Prince Charlie’s Country’. We are taken over the sea to Skye but the coast and hinterland were still something of a terra incognita; we can infer from the favoured sententious prose that the prospect was bright but largely unknown:




This romantic district is indented by numerous sea-lochs, of which Loch Aylort and Loch na Nuagh [sic] are interesting as the melancholy scene of the commencement and conclusion of Prince Charlie’s unfortunate expedition. Here he first landed; and from this place, after his defeat at Culloden, he was conveyed to France. . The steamer occasionally calls at Arisaig, where there is an inn, and from which there is a road by Loch Eil to Bannavie, a distance of 35 miles. The scenery along this road is of the most romantic description, and if conveyances could be got, would be a favourite route.





To the south and east Morar, Arisaig and Moidart present an impressive wall of mountains, infiltrated inconclusively by the Parliamentary Roads of the early-nineteenth century and more decisively by the railway network of the late-nineteenth century. The completion of the Mallaig extension of the West Highland Railway in 1901 was a social, economic and infrastructural lifeline and triumph. The Morar Highlands are in the ‘Rough Bounds’, this distinctive area of the West Highlands between the long narrow deep lochs of Shiel to the south and Morar to the north, or the wider region between Loch Sunart and Loch Hourn. ‘Bounds’ translates criochan and relates to the bastions of Clan Donald territory towards the east. The chieftains and leaders who were entrusted with the keeping of these Bounds were carefully chosen men and kin. That the area was somehow distinctive is borne out by a description of the Highlands written for the government in 1750, probably by the strongly antagonistic Rev. Alexander Macbean, Presbyterian minister of Inverness at the time of the Jacobite Rising. Zealous for the Whig government, he is unequivocal in his view:




All these Countries viz. Knoydart, the two Morars, Moidart and Arisaig, are the most rough mountainous and impassable parts in all the Highlands of Scotland, and are commonly called by the Inhabitants of the neighbouring countries the Highlands of the Highlands.





In The Practice of History (1966), the Cambridge historian Geoffrey Elton offered up a reason for studying history: ‘the future is dark, the present burdensome; only the past, dead and finished, bears contemplation.’ Viewed through many glasses, Highland history is less easy to contemplate. Fr Charles MacDonald, in his Moidart; or among the Clanranalds of 1889 complained of the ‘extreme dearth of materials’ for writing the history of the district, but skilfully wove into his narrative a blend of local oral tradition and contemporary opinion. History may not be such an immutable art or precise science as it was and writing about the Highlands is writing about people. Stories of Fionn and Ossian, Somerled – Somhairle Mòr mac Gille Bride – the Wars of Independence, the Montrose Wars, and Ronald MacDonald of Morar – Raghnall Mac Ailein Oig – the ‘outstanding local hero’, are all grist to our mill today. Alasdair Roberts shows us ways forward in this sometimes hazardous task and there is much on offer. His ‘history’ is perhaps not all conventional, as he himself will emphasize, but he offers fresh insights and a wide range of sources, sensitively chosen and interpreted. All history is surely here in the building blocks of national affairs and the grand sum of personal histories is much more than the sum of the parts.


Hugh Cheape
National Museums of Scotland
March 2006
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Chapter 1



James MacDonald’s Morar Highlands


‘He’s writing a history of Morar,’ said a neighbour to his sister, and it brought me up short. I do write Highland history but wasn’t thinking of the book in that way at all. It certainly doesn’t start or finish that way, but the middle chapters – well, perhaps. Now that the writing is over I see there is a wandering feel to it which matches the terrain, but one thing leads to another. I decided early on that there would have to be an index for keeping track of places and people, many of them called MacDonald. The tales sometimes come from neighbours but more often from books which are rarely consulted, so I thought it might be best to list some of them at the end. And then – at the awful risk of making it look like something which gathers dust in a university library – it seemed worth mentioning dusty scholarship of my own. But this is not a history of Morar.


★


The title Tales of the Morar Highlands comes from James MacDonald’s Tales of the Highlands, which are almost entirely about Morar. That is where my wife and I live on her croft. I am a writer in retirement while she cares for a small flock of unusual sheep – Shetland, Gotland, Jacob – and sells the wool to spinners. Moving to the west coast was Deirdre’s dream from childhood holidays on the white sands of Morar. Now she leads a very active life, not only on the croft but also involving herself in local affairs. My days are relatively private and sedentary, except when the urge comes on to visit the places I write about.


Sometimes that involves a boat trip. We look out over Loch Morar from the high point of Bracara, a crofting township which straggles along the north shore to the end of the public road. Loch Morar is the third-deepest freshwater lake in Europe, after an unpronounceable fiord in Norway and Lake Como in Italy. North and South Morar, which extend fourteen miles due east to the head of the loch on each side, lie at the heart of na garbh chriochan, the Rough Bounds between Knoydart and Ardnamurchan. This is an area which remained inaccessible even after General Wade’s military roads were laid down. It was described by an awed government agent as ‘the Highlands of the Highlands’.


Morar has one of Britain’s shortest rivers, at least when the tide is in, but its volume is very great: the name comes from this Mordobhar or big flowing water, which crosses a hydroelectric dam before tumbling down to the sandy estuary. There are breathtaking views out to the Small Isles of Rum and Eigg, and north to the Cuillin peaks of Skye. The Armadale-Mallaig ferry brings summer visitors and their cars across from what is still the Isle of Skye, despite a controversial bridge at Kyle of Lochalsh.


Coming north, there is a train service from Edinburgh and Glasgow – and then from Fort William on the last scenic stage of the West Highland Line. A steam train which featured as Harry Potter’s Hogwarts Express carries tourists slowly over the Glenfinnan viaduct in summer. There is also the A830 Road to the Isles which has been celebrated by the MacCalmans in song:




He was driving up to Mallaig, Glenfinnan by Lochshiel,


Heading for Lochailort, content behind the wheel.


The road was getting narrower . . . the sign said SLOW.


It’s the Highland daily dodgems, it’s the 8–3–0.


There is a natural assumption that ‘A’ roads are wide


Enough to take a car . . . and one the other side.


Tourist information will never, never tell


It’s like driving through heaven on a road made for hell.


’Cos it’s a single track, you can’t turn back,


The stories are all the same


Of the tourists leaving Corpach, and never seen again . . .


Don’t go, on the 8–3–0! Don’t go, on the 8–3–0!





It’s better to hear it sung on their Honest Poverty CD. Favourite lines include ‘Don’t let me die under twenty tons of fish!’, and ‘The 8–3–0’s a sheep track in very thin disguise’ – touching on two local ways of making a living. To the regret of hardly anyone, most of the notorious road is in process of being replaced by a beautifully engineered affair of sweeping curves between Lochailort and Mallaig. Bikers and other bold spirits can still enjoy the sharper bends between Glenfinnan and Lochailort, but be warned: skidmarks in the tarmac near Arienskill show where a motorcyclist died under a van which was on the wrong side of the road. At Lochailort there is an inn, and a last choice between turning left for Glenuig, Moidart and Strontian or carrying on to Morar.


★


The fishing port of Mallaig – at the end of the line and the road – is the area’s main population centre and James MacDonald, who wrote Tales of the Highlands, sailed out of it. That was at the turn of the twentieth century when this working village was being formed on its rocky base. MacDonald’s articles for an Inverness weekly, The Highland News, were turned into a sort of paperback. You can handle its brown covers in the Mallaig Heritage Centre and practically nowhere else, as it is unknown to Edinburgh’s National Library of Scotland and in Inverness, the capital of the Highlands. A better version held by members of his family has a photograph of the author on the front. Dark and handsome, with a full moustache, his emphatic claim to be a medal-winner at the Oban Mod is supported by full, kilted Highland dress.


MacDonald was not in his working clothes:




This is a little book written to divert the long nights of my brother fishers waiting in their forecastles for a good haul. The stories are, more or less, gleaned from the element in which the author has hitherto moved . . . Many of them were written at sea; some created while working ashore. Once, as I was putting on my stockings I put two on the one foot, my mind no doubt being absorbed by some other idea. I also used to leave my hammock at all hours to scribble down something.





The form of a book is there all right, but the last section covers a range of subjects like ‘The Mighty Dollar’ and ‘The Oban Mod, September, 1906’ – the annual festival of Gaelic music which gave MacDonald the right to present himself as a Mod medallist. The Oban Times reported his second prize of £1 in ‘Seann Sgeulachd – Folk tale (preferably unpublished – narrated in the traditional style)’, but his silver medal was won with the fiddle: ‘Competitors to submit the names of three Gaelic song airs, three strathspeys and three reels, any of which the judges may call on the competitors to play thrice over.’


A sample of James’s handwriting, with a hint of romance, is bound in at the start of the book – four verses signed ‘Jas. MacDonald’. The first verse suggests that, on the way home from a sailing trip, the boat was almost blown onto the beach at Traigh in South Morar. MacDonald makes play with one of Scotland’s favourite melodies, ‘The Skye Boat Song’:




Just a tiny token of Our Trip to Skye;


Of nearly having you taken o’er the sea to Traigh.





It was Mairead MacDonald of Kinsadel, near the Falls of Morar, who got me started on all this with a story about her great-uncle James being drowned while swimming across back to his home on the island of Eilean Shona in Moidart. She knows it well, having crossed in a canvas canoe when acting as a home-teacher to children on the island. I found the story hard to believe – such a short distance across shallow water – until I came to learn about the tide-race. Mairead’s story was confirmed in Moidart and Morar by Wendy Wood. This formidable woman also wrote for the papers – about her croft in Glenuig – but was better known as a soap-box Scottish Nationalist at the Mound in Edinburgh. Wood described, without naming him,




the man who used to swim from Castle Tioram to Riska, and from Riska to Eilean Shona, when he had been on the mainland giving dancing lessons. A bard he was, and a reciter of tales and a good swimmer too, but one night he was drowned crossing between Tioram and Riska, and a great loss that was, as I know who seek the tales that sank with him in those treacherous waters.





Wendy Wood found many of the tales she sought already in print: her section on Morar is mostly a straight lift from James MacDonald. This ‘borrowing’ was different from her use of the Revd Charles MacDonald’s Moidart; or Among the Clanranalds. There Wood mingled published stories with others gathered from neighbours, adding accounts of her walks about Loch Shiel. At Blain, near Shiel Bridge, she found that the blacksmith was close kin to the bard: ‘This smith’s brother was a writer and reciter of folk tales, a swimmer, a fiddler, a singer and a dancer . . . “The brilliant lad of the family”, mourns the smith.’ No doubt James MacDonald took up swimming with the same enthusiasm which prompted his other activities. Even today, with a heated pool at Mallaig, it is rare to find a fisherman swimming for pleasure.


MacDonald’s motive emerges from a slim volume published at Oban in 1899 – a pious book for children entitled The Beauties of a Virtuous Mind. The author introduces himself in the third person:




In his pilgrimage through the mortal round he has learned to know to Im cost the freaks and caprices of the briny ocean . . . The pelting shower of hail dancing on a man’s forehead on a freezy, pitchy, wintry night is felt keenly enough, especially when the poor belaboured weather-beaten bark is on her cranky beam-ends, menacing to throw you into eternity if you don’t look sharp and haul in a reef or two of her quivering mainsail – which, if you touch rashly, will fling you overboard like an insignificant water-rat. This has been my destiny a couple of times, giving me a bath in the stinging February brine and leaving me there to save myself.





It may have been as a result of one of these accidents that MacDonald found himself ‘indisposed for several weeks together in a dismal ward of half-dying patients’. His pilgrimage included a different kind of fishing experience, angling on a Perthshire loch while engaged in religious debate with a Quaker. He appears to have experienced shipboard life in the merchant navy – pious words of advice to a boy at sea are worked out with care – and writes of paddle-steamers in the Clyde. While still in his twenties MacDonald had also worked on land at harvest time as well as ‘carrying the hod of lime upon my shoulder to help building some formal institution or other; and last of all, among several other honest navvies like Ned Doherty, Paddy O’Brien, Jamie McCarthy and several others with their moleskin breeches I wrought, and even some of the bawbees earned in this sort of employment have got their way to enable me in getting these poor words into print.’ Perhaps it was the completion of the Mallaig line in the following year which tempted James MacDonald back to fishing and tales of the Highlands.


The ‘slim volume’ was produced late in the day from the house at Kinsadel to add useful nuggets of information, but the best was still to come. I am very much in debt to Highland historian Iain Thornber, first for doing the obvious thing and producing the death certificate. It showed that James MacDonald’s usual residence was Sandbank Cottage in Mallaig, which was the family home on East Bay. Date of death (‘drowning – instantaneous’) was 24 February 1908, but the death was not registered by the Procurator Fiscal at Fort William until 18 May. When these facts were conveyed to Mairead MacDonald, out with the dogs near Kinsadel, she recalled the family’s story that after the drowning Dr MacNaughton had taken a boat round Eilean Shona every night for six weeks in search of the body, which came to the surface after the usual time. Sure enough, the certificate is signed ‘Alex MacNaughton MD, Salen, Loch Sunart’.


Supplied with these dates Iain Thornber did one of his accustomed trawls through back numbers of the Oban Times and found the following for 18 April 1908:




The authorities in Fort William were informed of the body of a man found on the shore of Loch Moidart the previous evening. The remains were much decomposed but the body was identified by relations as James MacDonald, about 35 years of age, who had gone amissing towards the end of February. Deceased was somewhat eccentric in his habits and prior to his disappearance he had been heard to make the statement that he contemplated swimming the loch, which at the place in question is about a mile in width.





This provoked a reply:




In your last week’s issue of ‘The Oban Times’ with regard to the finding of the body of James MacDonald in Loch Moidart, your correspondent appears to have been misinformed with regard to the deceased’s habits as well as the width of the loch at the place where the body was found. Deceased was a young man of rational habits and intellectually above the average. He held the Royal Humane Society’s medal for saving life. The loch at the point where the body was found is about 200 yards wide, not one mile as stated by your correspondent. At the widest the loch is not more than half a mile. Much sympathy was felt for the deceased’s friends both in Moidart and in his native place, where he was popular with all classes.





From its headquarters off the Strand the Royal Humane Society has been giving life-saving awards since the eighteenth century. There is only one gold medal a year, with silver medals in single figures and a greater number of bronze. Other handwritten entries on the page which records ‘Case 31,689, James McDonald’ show lesser conmrendations in vellum and in parchment, as well as a ‘pecuniary’ award of fifteen shillings. This was the time of high Empire, and other silver medal awards recorded in the 1901 annual report, sharing a page with MacDonald’s, made reference to sharks ‘observed before and after the accident’ at Delagoa Bay on the Indian Ocean, and ‘very numerous’ crocodiles in a branch of the White Nile. These reports were sent in by senior officers. The account of James MacDonald’s rescue was drawn up by the Revd Alexander MacIntosh, an Arisaig man who was priest in the market town of Fort William.




At 1 p.m. on the 8 May, 1901, a small sailing boat was capsized by a sudden squall in Mallaig Bay, Inverness-shire. The accident took place some 400 yards in a westerly direction from the pier at Mallaig and seven yards from a small island known as Anchorage Island, the depth of the water being 30 feet. There were four persons on board – James McDonald, the boatman, Jessie and Nellie Cameron, and Helen Norman, these three girls having hired the boat for sail.





The handwritten entry shows that the Cameron sisters were twenty and sixteen, while Helen Norman was eighteen years of age. Eilean na h-Acairseid, as it appears on maps, is scarcely a stone’s throw from Mallaig’s main car park. It is more of a rock than an island:




McDonald got all three girls on to the keel, and the anchor breaking loose kept the boat from drifting. He then swam to the island and removed his heavy boots and some of his clothing, and returning to the boat he took off Nellie Cameron and conveyed her to the island. On the second trip he took Norman, and after resting to recover from his exhaustion he again entered the water and rescued Jessie Cameron, who had been about half an hour on the upturned boat. Shortly afterwards they were seen on the island, and a boat put out and landed them on the mainland in safety. The Silver Medal was awarded to James McDonald.





The Royal Humane Society’s archivist, Diana Coke, was moved to comment that ‘the water must have been freezing . . . I am surprised that Jessie Cameron was not suffering from hypothermia by the time she was got off the boat.’ This is a good place to clarify a point which was puzzling to London: as with other Highland names, MacDonald is nowadays the preferred spelling though it has varied over time. The shivering group were no doubt given a warm welcome to the MacDonald home at 17 Mallaigvaig on East Bay. It is still a MacDonald home (although the sand bank is long gone) and the name, which appears on a lifebelt beside the door, is Cala Mara: ‘Sea Haven’. Old people in Mallaig remember it as the ‘Shoemaker’s House’, James MacDonald’s older brother having followed their late father’s occupation. More helpful on the day of the rescue was older sister Hughina, a dressmaker with dry materials to hand. The three girls returned to Fort William by train and told their story.


★


For some time now there has been a public campaign to save and maybe restore the crumbling Castle Tioram. Situated on a tidal island at the mouth of Loch Moidart, this stronghold of the MacDonald Lords of the Isles was reduced to a romantic ruin by fire in the year of the 1715 Jacobite Rising. Wendy Wood failed to spot the symbolic significance of the island where her MacDonald bard had met his end. Moidart’s author described the Regency buck, Reginald George MacDonald of Clanranald, selling off the ancient patrimony: ‘Not only Eigg, Canna, Eilean Shona, Glenuig, Roshven, Lochshiel or Dorlin, and Glenmoidart, but Inverailort, Arisaig proper, Benbecula, and South Uist were steadily got rid of, until at length nothing remained of what was once something like a principality – save the little, barren, uninhabited island of Risca, in Loch Moidart, and the roofless walls of Castle Tirrim.’


James MacDonald never claimed the high status of a bàrd in Gaelic society, whose role in making praise poetry for chiefs was fulfilled by the MacMhuirich bards to Clan Donald over a period of five hundred years. But as a Gaelic speaker MacDonald quoted verses in that language from Alasdair Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair who was a poet of great renown, though a late one, of the eighteenth century. James MacDonald came away with a mock-ferocious outburst on one negative effect of the railway coming to Mallaig: ‘The old Gaelic language, I notice, begins to wince visibly at the corrosions which that saucy English language tries to make and I, for one, will always have my sgian dubh [black dagger] ready for any unwarrantable upstart presuming to underrate the beauties of the language.’


Where did MacDonald learn to write ‘that saucy English language’? Education in English was still quite new to the area, and cost something in effort. As Paul Galbraith puts it in Blessed Morar, ‘There were no roads, only rough tracks, over which children trekked morning and night, and often barefoot; yet few ever missed a day’s schooling.’ James MacDonald was born in the year of the 1872 Education Act which provided funds for buildings and teachers. Five years later a public school opened at Glasnacardoch near Mallaig, and another at Brinacory on Loch Morar. There was also a side-school at Kinsadel until the Lady Lovat School opened in Morar village.


James MacDonald went to school at Glasnacardoch. The 1881 census shows the nine-year-old at 17 Mallaig Bheag [Little Mallaig] as one of nine children living with Donald MacDonald, shoemaker, and his wife Christina. All the children but the oldest son, described as a merchant, were entered as ‘scholar’. As the law now insisted, James went daily with his brothers and sisters to the new school which lay up and over a winding way to the south of Mallaig. By then the landowner, Lord Lovat, had built a track for wheeled vehicles between Morar (where his family came on holiday from their castle near Beauly) and Mallaig – which had acquired its Lovat Pier long before steam trains began to carry fish boxes.


Here it is tempting to stray off into family history, because the father of James MacDonald was born at Earnsaig and his grandfather came from Alltraineach, still further up Loch Nevis, at a time when fishing was centred at Tarbert. But tales are the thing. MacDonald’s humorous-romantic style appears to be modelled on that of J. M. Barrie, with Sir Walter Scott as another influence. George MacDonald of Huntly also seems to be familiar to the author of Beauties of a Virtuous Mind. But how did someone in such a remote place as Morar gain access to the world of books? As a boy MacDonald’s contact with anything resembling a library must have been through his teacher, John Gibbons, who was ‘distinguished for efficiency’ (as the local clergyman noted) by the first Inspector’s Report of 1878. A further quarter century went by before a library was opened in the Astley Hall at Arisaig, courtesy of the Nicholson owners of the estate.


Books in English led MacDonald to an elaborate way of writing which would have been thoroughly confusing for his fellow crewmen. To them – as he self-deprecatingly suggested – scribbling carried a hint of madness, ‘my friends, no doubt, associating me with that establishment at Lochgilphead where they cram sense into hare-brained wretches’. The asylum is still there at the top of Loch Fyne. It is more likely that MacDonald told his stories afloat, ‘to divert the long nights of my brother fishers’, rather than reading off the page. After all, the tales had first been spoken by others – in Gaelic, remembered rather than invented – with MacDonald’s translations coming late in the creative process. And men fishing out of Mallaig at the turn of the twentieth century would not have been comfortable in English: the author-photographer M. E. M. Donaldson gives patronising examples of Morar people trying to communicate with visitors like herself: ‘Uch, you must excuse me. I wass not understanding what you wass asking.’


Scholars might wish to award this Mallaig fisherman a place in the long line of tradition-bearers. John Francis Campbell (in his Popular Tales of the West Highlands of the 1860s) identified nine categories of oral lore, starting with great stories about Ossian and other Celtic heroes. James MacDonald’s stories are slight by comparison, more like Campbell’s commonest types – the ‘romantic popular tale’ and ‘history devoid of dates’. He is something like the local sgoilear [scholar] or expert on places, people and lore – but here in writing and in English. If MacDonald had fished further out than Loch Brittle off Skye (which he mentions) he would surely have come to the attention of Father Allan MacDonald, collector of folklore in South Uist and Eriskay. If he had lived a good deal longer he might have met John Lorne Campbell of Canna and his wife Margaret Fay Shaw. Comparison may be offered with tale-bearers whose work was translated by this second Campbell scholar and put into print – men like the nonagenarian Angus MacLellan of Lochboisdale, South Uist, and John ‘the Coddy’ MacPherson of Barra.


Not every clergyman welcomed Gaelic stories with the enthusiasm of Father Allan MacDonald. The Revd James MacGregor, though poetical himself, opposed them across the Atlantic in Nova Scotia. The superstition of Highlanders was – perhaps surprisingly for the forward-looking New World – increased during the pioneer era by the isolation of their homes in ‘the gloomy forest’. When people from Morar and places like it began to land at Pictou, Nova Scotia, the Revd MacGregor hurried these unwelcome guests on to Antigonish and Cape Breton:




Most of their time was spent in naughty diversions, jestings which are not convenient or decent, in telling extravagant stories of miracles done by priests and absurd tales about ghosts, witches, fairies, etc. The minds of the Protestant Highlanders, being partly tinctured with these superstitions before the arrival of the Roman Catholics, were less prepared to resist their influence than the minds of more sceptical and reasoning Christians.





James MacDonald was reared in Mòrar beannaichte far nach robh searmon Prostanach riamh, ‘Blessed Morar where never a Protestant sermon was heard’ – until the railway came. Extravagant tales aside, he also wrote a novel of seventeen weekly chapters headed The Story of a Mallaig Fisherman in the Pre-Electricity Era. One passage is about storytelling, and the great cliff of Craigmore which rises above the flat Moss of Keppoch makes a link with his sister at nearby Kinsadel. Since variation is part of the joy of oral lore, it is worth mentioning that Bella Kinsadel passed it on to her family that the man exposed to midges in the following story was half-witted, and punished for his bad ploughing of the laird’s acres at Glenancross. The Dead Man’s Stone – clach na duine marbh – which marks the spot, is always surrounded by grass in an otherwise boggy place. Also worth mentioning is a photograph of the sister in question, a fine-looking woman, on the mantelpiece at Kinsadel. Here is ‘John’, otherwise James, at sea in the fishing-boat:


★


John, when in the mood, relishes spinning a bit yarn, and after a due degree of coaxing (‘Now, John, a real good bochdan [goblin] one and I will give you a four-ounce roll of bogie twist the first time we go to Mallaig.’) gives vent to the following:




Well boys, I happened to be walking home one night when I was living at Creagmhor, and as I knew it was well on to eleven o’ clock and that my sister would not mash the potatoes until I went home, I hurried along as best I could, but not before taking a good firm hold of my cuaile darraich [oak stick] and buttoning my coat secure and tight and pulling my bonnet over my eyebrows, for I did not want to see any ghosts whatever that night.


But lo! as I was passing the edge of Doirre na Gruagach [‘the grove of the brownie’] – you know yon thicket of birch opposite Swansliter where the shepherd was hung by Paruig Dubh and allowed to be eaten up by the midges afterwards? Here, at this spot exactly, I became instantly aware of a tremendous rumbling behind me, and which every moment sounded nearer and nearer. Oh Lord, says I to myself, this must be the Bochdan Mor I heard Callum Ruadh talk about. At the same time I raised my hand to wipe the sweat drops that trickled down my brow like water over a thawing ice, and as I did so here was every hair in my head standing stiff and upright like so many telegraph poles – like so many razor fish by moonlight!


But while I had a morsel of strength still left me I raised my hand again to cross myself, and just on the point of saying amen, there stood the most awesome and blood-curdling apparition that ever confronted a sinner just within a clean three yards of my heels. Making, however, a third attempt to raise my hand in making the blessed sign on my forehead – which by the way I noticed every time it was repeated the terrible ogre leaped back, though invariably gliding forward again with renewed velocity – when the hobgoblin at last came into such close contiguity with me, and in his proximity even singeing the flaps of my coat and the knees of my breeches, I felt as inert and petrified as a log that had been lying for years on a beach.


And you may not believe it, boys, but it is a fact that the things he had on his feet as representing boots caused as much weirdsome rumbling at every step he would take as if Rum and Eigg were moved out of their places in the Atlantic, or a couple of hundreds of these sky-scraping houses in New York were, by the upheaval of some subterranean force, tumbled over one another.





‘Aye, and what like was the bochdan [spectre]’s body itself?’ Willie assays to query, though feeling in himself a vague shrinking of the nerves as he happened to be sitting nearest the door. ‘Oh the body, lad, it loomed exactly like a moving scuir against the sky [the jutting Sgurr of Eigg is prominent on the horizon], only it had the perfect outline of a man but, to be sure, on an infinitely larger scale.’ ‘Aye, and what about the face?’




Well, I could not very perfectly distinguish the actual cast of the physiognomy – except the eyes which, by my faith, shot terror and dumb agony into my very marrow of which I can never get rid. For whenever these ghastly organs glowered down upon me I felt like being an actual denizen of the nether regions; and the sulphuric sort of stink that emitted from his nostrils and the unearthly screech or piercing howl he bellowed forth on passing made me oblivious to all that passed around, until three or four hours later I was aroused by my sister’s groaning and praying, holding a torch to my eyes and applying cold water to my temple to restore life into the apparently lifeless clod at her feet.





‘Aye, and did you not see him again, John?’ ‘No, William, never, for shortly afterwards – I think in three days or so – I left the place for good,’ said John, breathing a sigh of relief at the fact. ‘Aye, and then you came to try your fortunes in Mallaig, and hearing about the electric light being used there you thought you would steer clear of all ghosts and such things. And right sensible you were too, John, and I expect you won’t be tormented any more with such colossal night prowlers – in Mallaig, anyhow, for Grant the station master I hear is going to have the lights lit all night, from gloaming to dawning. And unless you wander up the Mallaig Mhor way there will, I think, be no more encounters between John and giant goblins.’
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