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Preface to the Birlinn Edition


Metagama was first published in 1987 and I see from notes that I began the book in 1984. What comes to mind now about that time is how the project picked up its own momentum – something which, I suppose, is the real reward of any creative endeavour. It begins to assume a life of its own and, unlike a work of fiction, social history can breathe actual life as the characters whose story is being told begin to present themselves.


Anyone who has ever tackled Highland history is aware of the mountain of work done by predecessors and, when one reviewer eventually described the book as a ‘useful footnote to the history of the Highland Clearances’, I was quietly proud for, although the work managed to bring together the testimony of only a dozen emigrants, I know that such personal recollection is absolutely invaluable if the period, place and its people are to be properly understood both by myself and succeeding generations.


I am also reminded of the help I received. Out of the blue, a 20-page letter would arrive from someone who had heard what I was doing and, once personal contact had been established, another chain of communication was revealed to me. The Gaelic Resistance, it would seem, was alive and well although, 15 years later, the language remains in jeopardy.


It was immediately obvious to me that very few Metagama emigrants were still alive, and the fragility of their number was brought home to me when one man, James Ross MacLeod of Wisconsin, whose sister had originally contacted me from Aird Tong, died in correspondence. Today, I am uncertain whether anyone who made that historic journey remains alive.


By the summer of 1986, I was ready to cross the herring-pond but, in spite of a fairly massive correspondence, my list of interviewees was still rather depleted. One man (San Francisco) and one woman (Winnepeg) lived slightly too far away. Another man was unwell; and so it went. I had been pointed in the direction of a Lewis-born travel agent, however (Murdo MacLeod), and he made a few, valuable last-minute contacts.


My plan was to follow in the footsteps of the emigrants in order that I might guess at some of their early impressions, and from Halifax (where I was welcomed by Portree architect David Forsyth – now, sadly, also deceased) I began the long train journey through the Maritime Provinces. When the Metagama arrived, the St Lawrence river was icebound, so the ship had diverted to St John, New Brunswick, from where its human cargo continued their journey by train. St John in 1923 boasted the largest deep-water berthage in the world, and although in 1986 the town centre was newly-modernised, some parts of the city – like bits of Glasgow and Liverpool – retained the feel of an old-time Atlantic port with stone-built shipping offices, gable-end advertisements for ‘Shamrock Plug Tobacco’ and the like. Amazingly, an old cinema in which the Leodhasachs were given a reception was still standing and I received a splendid insight into the life of the province from my next contact – Lloyd Leland —whose wife Cathy came originally from Point in Lewis. Lloyd had grown up on a New Brunswick farm not dissimilar to a Lewis croft and, although only six years old when the Metagama arrived, could recall the floods which delayed the emigrants’ passage and the fact that 1923 was remembered locally as ‘the year of the freshet’ or Spring flood.


En route to Montreal, the train passed through some fascinating territory: dense woodland of the sort that covers large parts of the Maritimes, and Quebec townships of Scotch County like Sherbrooke and Megantic, which had featured prominently in earlier Lewis emigrations. The approach to the city from the east is through a vast, fertile plain and in the suburbs of Montreal I located Murdo MacLean, a Niseach who left Lewis a few years after the Metagama to enjoy life as an actuary with T. B. MacAulay’s Sun Life of Canada Assurance Company – a career path which many young Lewismen followed, courtesy of their Lewis/Canadian benefactor. Murdo’s looks and laconic style were reminiscent of Bing Crosby and, not only did his yarns fill a marvellous afternoon, he even gave me a tune on his squeezebox!


My time in Ottowa and Toronto was largely spent in splendid libraries. At one point I found a short film of the Metagama’s arrival at St John wrongly catalogued, and this was later shown in Scotland by BBC Gaelic Television. After a week, I was headhunting again, this time over the border in Detroit. My professional background in popular music meant a visit to Motown filled me with great anticipation, but my first impression was not altogether favourable as people were generally unwilling to talk to me when I asked for directions, apart from one fellow who said he couldn’t help me unless I wanted to buy some drugs!


A taxi, however, took me to the suburban home of Donald ‘Tulag’ MacLeod and his wife Annie and, besides his own invaluable memories, he was able to give me some information on more survivors. New York was next and I passed a major league game of baseball at the legendary Shea Stadium on my way to see Norman ‘Broxy’ Mackenzie. Norman – yet another Niseach, and with the silver hair and good looks of a Hollywood veteran – had actually sailed on the SS Canada in 1924, but his experiences were broadly similar to those of the Metagama immigrants, although he appeared to have had a particularly trying time at the hands of the US immigration authorities. He, in turn, passed me on to another splendid character, Angus MacDonald of Buffalo, whose friend, Mrs Ann Bernecky, was the daughter of Charles MacIver, founder of the Lewis Pipe Band.


Back in Toronto I had an unexpected bonus in my final days. Mr and Mrs John MacDonald of the Toronto Gaelic Society put me in touch with Mrs Mary MacIver, whose brother and husband had both sailed on the Metagama and whose Canadian wedding in the 1920s had been attended by her cousin Murdo MacFarlane, the Melbost bard.


I returned to Scotland with the firm conviction that a more complete story of the Metagama and her Lewis emigrants could now be told.


Jim Wilkie


April 2001




Preface


This book is in three parts. The first is a resumé of emigration in Lewis history and its relationship to the land question. It is intended to give some background information to the reader who is perhaps less familiar with some of the complexities thereof, and derives almost exclusively from secondary sources. The earlier scholarship of W. C. MacKenzie, J. P. Day, Arthur Geddes, A. MacKerral, J. M. Bumstead, Brian Inglis, Eric Richards, Nigel Nicholson, T. C. Smout and, in particular, James Hunter, is gladly acknowledged – as is that of Lewis writers Donald MacDonald, James Shaw Grant, Frank Thompson and lain Crichton Smith.


The second part chronicles events immediately before, during and after the Metagama emigration, using primary sources where possible.


The third is a series of interviews which, hopefully, allows some of the surviving emigrants and others a chance to speak for themselves.


The book would not have been possible without the assistance of the interviewees and I thank them all for their kindness and hospitality. I would like to thank Christina Smith and her colleagues at Comunn Eachdraidh Nis for their help, and permission to reproduce some of their excellent work.


On a personal basis, each of the following played his or her part, and I thank them all: Murdina Montgomery, Newmarket; Bell Smith and the boys, Stornoway; Kenny ‘Fags’ MacDonald; Alex Morrison (Stornoway Library); Richard Langhorn (Stornoway Museum); Flora McNeill; Daisy Reid; Joyce and Jane Waters; David Forsyth; Peter MacLeod; John MacDonald (Toronto); Murdo MacLeod (Travel); Larry Spears; Michelle Myers; Norman MacKenzie (Keose); Ann and Joe Bernecky; Norman Malcolm MacDonald; Iain MacLeod; Sam Maynard; Iain MacLean; Jimmy Truearn; Marion MacLean; Sylvie Robotaille; Mr and Mrs Aimsir Eachainn; and Donald J. Macleod.


I used the resources of the Mitchell Library, Glasgow; Edinburgh University Library; Stirling University Library; the National Library of Scotland; School of Scottish Studies, Edinburgh; Department of Canadian Studies, Edinburgh University; Dundee City Library; The National Archive of Canada; the Robarts Library, Toronto; The Archive of Ontario,. Toronto; the Central Library of New York; Stornoway Harbour Commission; Stornoway Library; An Lanntair, Stornoway; St John Library; CPR archives; George Munk; Glenbow Institute, Alberta; Chingacousy Library, Ontario; Peel Archives, Brampton, Ontario; Ojibway and Cree Cultural Centre, Ontario; Scottish Record Office, Edinburgh; and I take this opportunity to thank the staff of these institutions. I am further indebted to Archie Gillsepie for reading the text and making some valuable suggestions.


Research grant assistance was received from the Scottish Arts Council and the Sun Life Assurance Company of Canada (UK Office), and loan assistance from the Highland Fund.




Introduction


The ceilidh is central to the Highland way of life and to that of the crofting communities in particular, but no one need look out their dancing shoes or dress up for the occasion because, in its purest form, a ceilidh is simply a visit to a friend’s home, a blether, a cup of tea, maybe a dram and – if the visitor is inquisitive enough – a story from the past.


One day in 1983 I was visiting the home of my wife’s grandmother in Newmarket, a township on the outskirts of Stornoway in the Isle of Lewis. Murdina Montgomery was not a terribly old woman. In her late seventies, perhaps, but still strong, with all her faculties, and that dignified air of which many of the old Gaels are possessed.


I, as the prospective grandson-in-law, had been taken out to the house to meet her and her husband, Roddy. There was first the obligatory courtesy, a kiss and a cup of tea and, when Roddy excused himself for bed (he had not been very well and, sadly, was to die the following year), the rest of us – two cousins, an aunt and the cailleach herself – settled down for a ceilidh.


Murdina’s speech was slightly slowed by the years but it was measured and I noticed that she pronounced the definite article as ‘thee’ in conversation, a habit fairly common amongst a people whose first language is Gaelic. Had she lived in this house all her life, I enquired? No, but most of her married life, and Roddy built it himself when their first child was due. And had they travelled abroad? Murdina had, to New York as a domestic servant, but Roddy had not, although his brother and sister once emigrated to Canada.


‘They went on thee Metagama,’ she volunteered.


‘Thee Metagama.’ It sounded like a spaceship obviously from the past, yet futuristic – and I pressed her further.


‘It was thee emigrant ship,’ she continued, diverting her eyes and wiping a hand of experience on the corner of her Rayburn stove. ‘It sailed from Stornoway in 1923.’


Of course. Not an emigrant ship, although the people of Lewis and emigration were old adversaries even then, and two more liners would anchor in the Minch for that same purpose before the decade was out. Not an emigrant ship. The emigrant ship.


It was later that I decided to find out more about the Metagama and its human cargo. I was researching my first book (whose subject matter was football) in the Dundee City Library and one of my sources was the People’s Journal of the 1920s, at that time still a fairly liberal weekly in the image of its most famous publisher, John Leng. In 1923 it carried two stories simultaneously, one concerning the difficulties faced by a Dundee football club, whose Irish ancestry was proving something of a millstone around its neck in the wake of the Ulster Treaty, and the other describing a recurrence of the perennial land question in the Isle of Lewis and one of its historical solutions – emigration.


To my astonishment but great satisfaction, I came upon two photographs. One was of the football team, Dundee Hibs, who were considering changing their name to Dundee United, and the other of a man named Murdo Montgomery, a piper journeying from Lewis to the New World, on the emigrant ship SS Metagama.


* * *


‘There is much to be said of the Hebrides,’ wrote Hugh MacDiarmid in 1939. ‘They have such a complicated and romantic history; they figure in such a wonderful literature; their problems today are so intricate and controversial.


‘Another consideration’, he continued, ‘is the fact that so much has been written about them already and is so readily available (and, indeed, so widely read) that I do not wish to re-traverse familiar ground.’


The Scottish Gael has not always received such respect from his Lowland counterpart, but the sympathetic Lowlander is often compelled to look north and west, if only to contrast the situation there with his own condition or experience. It is as though there is meaning for him in these islands – not in some mystical sense but in the knowledge that these people, his erstwhile kith and kin, have somehow managed against considerable odds to retain their land, their culture, and thereby a say in their own destiny. And this, paradoxically it would seem, in communities in which loyalty to monarchs, clan chiefs and the Church has traditionally played a prominent part.


The Island of Lewis can take us as far back in time as we wish to go. Founded on gneiss – the oldest and toughest type of rock on the face of the earth – its peat moors, rivers and lochs have provided a natural theatre of human drama since pre-history, and the Gael can trace his present-day existence with a degree of continuity to ancient forms of communal life. As often as not, however, the Lewisman in particular, as an apparently natural sailor and adventurer, has looked to further horizons and made his mark in foreign parts, in so-called theatres of war, trade or exploration, and for this reason has historically been seen as ‘wellsuited’ to emigration.


Emigration has meant different things to people at different times, but whether voluntary or compulsory, it comes from the very heart of their being, marking those times when they themselves or their ancestors, for reasons which they did not understand or understood only too well, were required to leave their homelands in the face of changing circumstances.


A number of historical works have shown that the people of the Highlands and Islands have engaged in a protracted and spirited struggle over centuries with some of the forces of change, but there is still controversy at every level – personal, academic, governmental and so forth – regarding the interpretation of that struggle.




PART I


EARLY EMIGRATION




Chapter 1


There was never a time when the Gael was a stranger to emigration. The hired Highland mercenary was a feature of military life in Western Europe throughout the Middle Ages, and William Shakespeare, in MacBeth, correctly identified the West Highlands as the place of origin of the ‘Gallowglasses’ (Gallòglaich) – Hebridean fighting men who were brought to Ireland as early as the thirteenth century to counter the Anglo-Norman invasion. Many of these men and their descendants then settled in Ireland as professional soldiers and it was not until the final English conquest of that country, in 1602, that such families lost their estates.


The subsequent colonisation of Ireland was the work of Lowland Scots, and when many of these (Ulster) emigrants again became colonists, this time as the Scots-Irish in North America, they tended to overshadow and remain separate from the small Scots-Gaelic communities of North Carolina, say, or the ‘wilderness’ colonies of New York, Nova Scotia or Prince Edward Island, all of which were favoured by Lewis (and Skye) pioneers.


Many pro-Jacobite Gaels were deported as a result of the 1745 rebellion, but there was little emigration as such at this time and, in any event, the truly oppressed Highlander who could not raise the cost of his own passage seldom emigrated. Instead, the more dynamic elements tended to go, and more out of hope than coercion.


The picture began to change after the Seven Years War (1756–1763), which Britain fought with France, largely in the New World. War acted then, as it has continued to do, as a kind of watershed, but the underlying causes of this, the first great ‘wave’ of emigration, were to be found in the Highland system of land tenure and in general government policy, or the lack of it. In Lewis, an excess population had developed on the land prior to 1745 and it had done so as a result of a feudal system in which clan chiefs were accustomed to value their estates according to population and the number of men they could bring to arms. Whereas in the Lowlands families of farm servants were simply uprooted and moved on as agricultural improvement began to filter through, because of the general isolation of Lewis and the bonds of clan, modern farming ideas did not impress clan chiefs initially and as families increased in size their acreage was simply divided into smaller portions.


This, allied to the tradition of grazing land in common, had the effect of creating social links of some significance and also a profound attachment to the land. Agricultural methods might be primitive and the clan system at times of crop failure unable to prevent destitution, but those people belonged to that land, and that land to those people.


Such sentiment, however, was never supported by legislation and when defeat at Culloden made inevitable the break-up of the clan system and suppression of Gaelic culture, clan lands previously held in trust now became the unquestionable legal property of the chief. As he adjusted to the role of landlord his social life changed and so did his attitude to the clan lands and to the clan itself.


The demand for fighting men, however, did not abate. W. C. MacKenzie reports that between four and five hundred men left the Long Island for the war with France in North America and distinguished themselves, despite heavy losses. With the peace, many officers and men remained in the colonies, acquiring land grants where previous Gaelic beach-heads had been established, but this land was only worth anything if it could be colonised, and so recruitment began in Scotland. Some soldiers were also offered tracts of land at home but rental revaluation was now underway and, hoping that the threat would deter landlords, many refused to pay the increases. It did not have the required effect, however, so they apparently then did their level best to lure friends across the Atlantic, ‘frequenting public occasions with drinks, pipes and fiddles to rouse their spirits to the expedition’.


Not that people needed much encouragement. Overcrowding; the sudden rise in rents followed by a post-war slump in the price of black cattle; a succession of bad crops and occasional epidemics (an outbreak of putrid fever in 1772 led to a rumour that the plague was raging in Stornoway) – all were factors which impelled people to listen and, with assisted passage available to the poorest people in the form of indentures,1 many considered moving.


Once again, however, it was not the poorest people who, in the main, chose to go. A contemporary article in the Edinburgh Courant reports that the emigrants from the Western Isles took something in the region of £10,000 with them in total, and these ‘middle-class’ emigrants – tacksmen2 and others – acted neither out of fear nor obedience. Indeed, they hoped to build a quasifeudal society for themselves in the colonies. There was, however, the distinct duress of economic and cultural dislocation as the traditional way of communal farming came under threat and, for their poorer followers or relations, the prospect of having to serve as cheap day-labour – the cheapest in Europe, in fact – if they stayed.


The islanders voted with their sea-legs.


* * *


Before the American War of Independence (1776) there was no government policy on emigration and, before 1774, no official statistics. For this reason numbers quoted are open to question, but the first major exodus from Lewis appears to have taken place in July 1773, when arrangements were made for more than 800 men, women and children to sail to America (probably North Carolina). Fearing that he might be left with a deserted countryside, the ‘Little Lord’ Fortrose – soon to become the Earl of Seaforth – returned ‘in haste’ from London. When he enquired as to their grievances the people who remained demanded their land at the old rents; a refund of increase in rental paid during the previous three years; and the instant dismissal of the factor. The factor was not dismissed but Fortrose appears to have managed to smooth over the difficulty, probably by foregoing the increases.


In 1774 two ships, the Friendship and the Peace and Plenty, sailed from Stornoway to Philadelphia and New York respectively. Some of the emigrants were from other parts of the Highlands, but of the Lewis contingent one was the young Alexander MacKenzie, a native of Stornoway who was later to make his name with the North-West Fur Company of Canada and, more remarkably, to become the first European to cross the Great Divide of the North American continent, from coast to coast, in 1793. Such romantic individual achievements, however, sometimes obscure general conditions, and around the same time as MacKenzie was leaving Stornoway, other local children were frequently kidnapped by crews as ships loaded to maximum capacity. Since there was neither judge nor magistrate on the island, parents and even factors were powerless to act, although Seaforth did petition the Home Office on this matter.


Initially the Government did nothing about emigration, as it was feared that to forcibly check it might have the opposite effect, but it did want to bring the trade under its jurisdiction, and a form of supervision was proposed with Customs Officers (some were based at Stornoway) having the power to refuse clearance in cases where the accommodation and provision for passengers were insufficient. This was also a means of reducing the profits of shipowners who would then be compelled to raise fares and so discourage potential emigrants.


The British Goverment’s first policy on emigration, therefore, was one of discouragement, and legislation to that effect (supported by Highland landlords) was eventually introduced in 1803, when a ‘second wave’ of emigrations swept the Highlands and Islands.3


* * *


With the onset of the American Revolution, the British Government feared that Highlanders – their prize soldiers and versatile colonists – would be affected by ‘levelling and other dangerous American principles’. In the event the Gaels fought on both sides although, having taken the oath of allegiance, most remained on the side of the king. The revolution temporarily ended emigration and when it resumed it was to British North America (Canada) that the Highlanders turned their attention. Many Gaels had moved there in the aftermath of the war and centres of Gaelic culture had developed in Prince Edward Island, the Pictou region of Nova Scotia and the Glengarry district near Montreal.


By then, however, another development was taking place in the Highlands and Islands, and against the background of another war. It was discovered that sheep imported from the Borders could withstand the rigours of a Highland winter and sheep farmers of the Southern Uplands began to offer higher rents than had previously been obtained from farms under black cattle.


In Lewis there were fewer evictions than elsewhere at first and Arthur Geddes reports that early in the days of the sheep-farming boom a Seaforth, Francis Humberston MacKenzie, was offered double rents and refused them rather than evict the people. By 1796, however, the same man was offering the entire parish of Uig for sale as a sheep farm, and issuing wholesale summonses of removal. His successor, James Stewart MacKenzie, was to continue in this vein. He it was who, when the family fortunes were failing, instigated another highly significant replacement of cattle by sheep stock around Broad Bay. These tacks were at Coll, Gress, and Aignish.


In his complementary area of activity, the sea and shore, however, the Leosach was faring slightly better in the early part of the nineteenth century. Kelp-making boomed during the Napoleonic Wars and a number of tacksmen turned to the fishing industry, supplying capital and enterprise as curers. The state had also begun to take an active role through the British Fisheries Society and, before 1820, it appeared that ‘re-location’ of the population in large coastal settlements might give them an alternative and better livelihood. With the abandonment of the herring fishing bounties, however, and the collapse of the kelp trade due to the reduction of import controls, this notion lost what little credibility it had and the implications were serious for laird and people alike.


The problem was that kelping was a source of revenue but it was also an obstacle to agricultural improvement in that crofts were neglected in the pursuit of short-term financial gain. With the loss of kelping revenues, therefore, the landlords were faced with a growing ‘redundant’ population which occupied potentially profitable land for which it could not pay an economic rent. The solution was obvious. Sheep farming would replace kelp and people would either remove to the poorer land or emigrate. The MacKenzie of Seaforth tried for both, petitioning the Government (unsuccessfully) to subsidise emigration whilst at the same time deploying ‘measures’ to move people from the areas best suited to sheep-farming (Uig and Lochs), to Stornoway, Balallan, Barvas, and Leurbost. Such ‘measures’, of course, were evictions and James Hunter has noted the ‘marked imprint’ which these particular evictions made upon crofting society in Lewis. Alexander Craig, Seaforth’s estate manager at Brahan, was moved to comment at the time that one settlement on waste ground at Aird Tong was ‘worse than anything I ever saw in Donegal where I always considered human wretchedness to have reached its very acme’.


From the 1820s onwards, therefore, Highland emigration was usually associated with clearances in favour of sheep farmers and poor Highland immigrants now became a common sight both in Lowland Scotland and North American cities. Even such drastic solutions, however, could not solve the economic problems of the Highland landlords and, within the space of around 15 years, all of the Outer Isles (with the exception of North Uist, which was sold in 1855) passed from the hands of the traditional owners to anyone who had the money to buy.


Notes


1.   Indenture was a system whereby people became servants for a period of years.


2.   The ordinary Highlander received his land not directly from the clan chief, but from contracted middlemen or tacksmen. In this relationship, long or even written leases were unusual.


3.   A prominent advocate of Highland emigration at the time of the nineteenth century was the Earl of Selkirk who, in 1808, went into partnership with Alexander MacKenzie to buy up stock in the Hudson’s Bay Company, at that point teetering on the brink of financial collapse. The partnership did not last and MacKenzie was forced out just prior to a colossal business expansion by Selkirk. In return for his agreement to supply clerks and servants, the directors of the Hudson’s Bay Company granted him 16,000 square miles of Northern Canada, and it is a mark of the impact which Lewismen (and Orcadians) had already made in the ‘Talamh Fuar’ that the first ship destined for the Bay and Red River called at Stornoway (and Kirkwall) in 1811.
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