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Introduction


 


For over two centuries, a chain of lighthouses marking the extensive and dangerous coastline around Scotland and the Isle of Man were lit each sunset and extinguished each sunrise by a succession of lighthouse keepers who lived on or beside the lighthouses, providing life-saving guidance to the crews of ships navigating the waters. The constant repeating pattern of their shifts and postings meant that each light was illuminated through each night for a time period spanning several human lifetimes. During the final four decades of the twentieth century, the core work of lighthouse keeping – lighting, winding and watching the light – gradually transitioned into a remotely monitored, automated system. This process transformed ways of working on, and life around, Scottish lighthouses, and, ultimately, made the role of the lighthouse keeper a thing of the past. This book tells some of the stories of the last generation of lighthouse keepers to work on manned lighthouses in their own words, from interviews conducted as part of the Northern Lighthouse Heritage Trust oral history project.


The Northern Lighthouse Board (NLB) was established, as the Commissioners of Northern Lighthouses, by an Act of Parliament in 1786. The NLB is one of three general authorities operating in the UK and Ireland, alongside Trinity House, which operates lighthouses in England, Wales, the Channel Islands and Gibraltar, and Irish Lights – Commissioners of Irish Lights or CIL – which operates lighthouses around the whole of Ireland. Operating from offices at 84 George Street, Edinburgh, which have been the NLB’s headquarters since 1832, the Board is responsible for the construction and maintenance of lighthouses in Scotland and, after it was added to their jurisdiction in 1854, the Isle of Man. The Commissioners of Northern Lights, as they were known, initially set out to construct four lighthouses at the particularly dangerous points of Kinnaird Head, North Ronaldsay, Eilean Glas and Mull of Kintyre, but they soon expanded their aim to a more comprehensive lighting of Scotland’s coast. This mission included the construction of the Bell Rock by Thomas and Robert Stevenson, which began in 1807 and was completed in 1810. Marking the Inchcape Rock off the coast of Arbroath, which is entirely covered by water at high tide and has no surrounding land on which to store building materials, the Bell Rock was the first sea-washed lighthouse tower in Scotland and a feat of engineering which cemented the Stevenson family’s reputation as masters of lighthouse construction. The lighthouses under the NLB’s care today number 208, excluding many buoys, beacons and other aids to navigation still in use in Scottish waters. All of Scotland’s lighthouses have been fully automatic since March 1998. There are several minor lights and aids to navigation which were either never manned or have been automatic for a long time, such as Oxcars in the Firth of Forth, which has been operated remotely since the 1890s. However, as this book is concerned with the experiences of those who lived and worked as part of the lighthouse service, it is the formerly manned major lighthouses which are the setting for the memories recounted here.


Scottish manned lighthouses fell into one of three designated categories depending on their type and location:


• Shore stations (for example, Kinnaird Head at Fraserburgh): close enough to amenities so that keepers’ families could live with them there


• Rock stations (for example Dubh Artach): either on remote parts of the mainland or on islands with small or no permanent population


• Towers (for example, the Bell Rock): the rarest type of lighthouse, marked rocks in the sea and had almost no surrounding land at all, meaning that keepers were confined to the lighthouse itself for their entire shift.


Figure 1 shows the locations of these lighthouses.


Lighthouses function both as warnings – guiding ships away from dangerous coastlines or rocks – and as aids to navigation. As each light rotates it creates a unique pattern of flashes known as the ‘character’ which tells sailors exactly which lighthouse they are looking at. This rotation was previously achieved via a clockwork mechanism, the winding of which was one of the main duties for a lighthouse keeper on shift, in addition to ensuring the light was lit and extinguished at the correct times, and that it remained on and visible at all times during the night. This, as the lighthouse keepers tell us in chapter 3, was always the primary concern during their three-or four-hour nightly shifts. The lights themselves were lit by paraffin (or, in the early years of the service, whale oil) until the later twentieth century, when the paraffin lights were replaced by electric lights. Their beams were magnified and focused in order to reach greater distances across the sea through the use of Fresnel lenses, one of the key technical developments in the evolution of the lighthouse service. This type of lens was invented specifically for use in lighthouses in 1825 by the French physicist Augustin-Jean Fresnel, and later refined by others including the Scottish lighthouse engineer brothers Thomas and Alan Stevenson. By dividing the lens into several panels of multiple concentric sections of glass, the Fresnel lens can capture more of the light source and create far-reaching beams using a much smaller area of glass than it would take to cover the same distance with a traditional lens. This had the potential to work in both directions, so it was common for lighthouses to have curtains in the light room which would be opened at lighting time and closed at extinguishing time, to prevent fires caused by sunlight being magnified by the lens during the day. On stations which included a fog signal – usually, but not always, a foghorn sounding blasts powered by compressed air – to assist with navigation during poor visibility, keepers were also always on watch for the need to sound this, and to maintain its timing when it was required.
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Figure 1 Map of the Northern Lighthouse Board lighthouses mentioned in this book..








In 2009, just over a decade after the automation of Scottish lighthouses was completed, The Northern Lighthouse Heritage Trust (NLHT) was established with funding from the Commissioners of Northern Lighthouses. Recognising that changes in technology meant that maritime life, and the ways in which lighthouses work and are used, was very different to even a few decades ago, the NLHT was founded with the aim of conserving and promoting awareness of Scottish lighthouse heritage. In early 2013, the NLHT initiated and funded an oral history project seeking to record memories of pre-automation lighthouse life in Scotland and the Isle of Man, which was undertaken in conjunction with the University of Edinburgh, and the School of Scottish Studies Sound Archive. The interviews are held as part of both the Northern Lighthouse Heritage Trust’s collections in George Street, Edinburgh, and in the School of Scottish Studies Sound Archive in George Square, Edinburgh.


The recording work for the NLHT oral history project was undertaken during three distinct periods of fieldwork activity ‒ Phases 1, 2 and 3. Recordings from Phase 1 comprise thirty-six interviews with retired lighthouse keepers who worked during the automation process, their wives or widows, and their children. Of those thirty-six interviews, twelve were joint interviews with husband and wife. In the cases of Alan and Jennifer Law, and Robert and Elisabeth Hepburn, both spouses had worked as lighthouse keepers, and Jennifer and Elisabeth worked as Occasional Lighthouse Keepers once women were allowed to take on this role. Interviews were most often conducted in the interviewees’ homes. Many former lighthouse keepers had settled in coastal towns or villages. There were clusters around Oban, Stromness and Edinburgh, all former hubs for shore station accommodation, and there were several within the Northern and Western Isles, but others had returned to cities such as Glasgow or Perth, and a small number of keepers originally from England had returned to live there. The list of interviewees at the beginning of the book gives interviewees’ place of birth. The locations given in the headings for interview extracts in the main text are the places of interview.
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Figure 2 Fresnel lens.








Interviewees on occasion donated other material relating to life in the Scottish lighthouse service, including a recording of the sounds made by foghorns and other machinery on Sanda Lighthouse in the 1980s. The recorded interviews are on average between forty and ninety minutes long, though several are considerably longer than this. The interviews were semi-structured, in that a set of questions was prepared to ensure the interviews would cover several common key themes, but flexibility was allowed so that individuals’ interests and experiences could shape each interview. Phase 2 of fieldwork activity amounted to twenty-four interviews which took place in 2015 with the NLB’s non-lighthouse-keeping staff, mainly ship’s crew, technicians and Commissioners. Many of these interviews took place in and around Edinburgh, as these roles were more likely to be based in NLB headquarters, although, as locations of the NLB ship depots, Oban and Stromness were again key sites for this phase of interviewing. As these jobs did not involve family members to the same extent as lighthouse keepers’, the interviews are primarily only with the employee in question, though spouses or family members were present in four cases, including Ship’s Captain Willie Evans’ son Jack, who had at one point worked on the same ship as his father. In 2019, Phase 3 of recorded oral interviews was conducted with office staff who had worked at 84 George Street. I was the fieldworker for Phases 1 and 2 of the project, and Martine Robertson was the fieldworker for Phase 3.


The interview extracts reproduced here are taken from full transcriptions that I made shortly after the interviews were conducted. In these transcriptions, I have aimed to reproduce the sound and the impression of the words as spoken by the interviewees, rather than to edit the speech into standard written English. On occasion, words in both English and Scots appear with non-standard spelling to represent the speaker’s pronunciation. The decision on where to begin a new sentence was taken individually for each interview based on the particular rhythms of the individual’s speech: some speakers naturally tended towards more, and shorter, sentences, whereas others spoke in longer sentences. Ellipses in the text generally indicate a longer pause at the end of a phrase or sentence. However, ellipses in square brackets indicate that a few words have been omitted from the transcript, most frequently to improve the sense and readability of the extract but occasionally to remove confidential details. Speaking personally, the initial work of recording and transcribing the interviews for the first two phases was one of the most significant jobs that I have ever undertaken, both in terms of the importance of recording the life stories of people involved in a vital part of coastal life, but also as it shaped my own understanding of history, voice and memory, and my approach to my subsequent work in heritage.


The stories recorded during the project cover a period of more than fifty years. The majority of former keepers interviewed were born in the 1940s or 1950s and joined the NLB in the 1960s or 1970s – after which point the approach of automation meant that job opportunities as lighthouse keepers became far rarer. The earliest working memories represented are Stewart and Annie Thomson’s recollections of Fair Isle South lighthouse during the Second World War. The period represented also covers the Northern Lighthouse Board’s development into the twenty-first century, as several technicians, ship’s crew and office staff were still working at the time of their interviews. The social and technological change which took place within the maritime world, and society more widely, during this time period is reflected in the range of experiences described in the interviews, and in the frequent remarks from interviewees on how different the world in which we now live feels compared to the one in which they began their lighthouse work. Combined, the three phases of interviews provide an unparalleled source of information on the work, life and culture of the Northern Lighthouse Board.


This book is focused on representing the voices of lighthouse keepers themselves, their families and other lighthouse workers, as they describe their experiences of work and place on Scottish lighthouses. It also stands as a record of the unique and wide-ranging community which developed around the lighthouse service. The interview extracts selected here describe the technology and the lighthouses themselves within the context of the life stories of the people who worked and lived on and with them during the latter years of manned lighthouses. Automation is a constant theme throughout the project. This marked change to lighthouse keeping was one of the main reasons that the oral history project was undertaken when it was, as the project sought to capture accounts of lighthouse keeping while they were still within living memory. The lighthouse service continues today, but its current work takes a very different form to that experienced by most of the people whose voices are represented here.


There were many different routes into the lighthouse service. For some, it was a way of life they had grown up with. Hector Lamont, born when his father was a keeper at Cantick Head in Orkney in 1936, was a true ‘paraffin oiler’, as families with several generations of lighthouse keepers were known within the service:




HL: I was a third-generation lighthouse keeper, along wi my two elder brothers. The first to join the lighthouse service were my grandfather, Murdo Sutherland, a stonemason from Rosemarkie on the Black Isle. He did most of his training at Ailsa Craig and was appointed Assistant Lighthouse Keeper at the Mull of Kintyre in 1904. So with me being the last keeper at the Mull of Kintyre, when it went automatic in 1996, our family lighthouse years started and ended at the Mull of Kintyre.





For several others, work with the Northern Lighthouse Board followed service in the army or navy. People from these backgrounds often found the shift patterns and regulated structure of lighthouse work a familiar way of life, but also often a welcome change. Mary Dickson described how her husband Jim found that lighthouse keeping was a job he could settle into following a traumatic experience in the army:




MD: Jim left the army, he couldn’t settle, he wanted a quiet life because he had been through a lot. He was . . . he’d done jungle warfare in Borneo and he was fighting in Aden – under Colonel Mad Mitchell, he was called. He was working for him, he was his driver at one point, and . . . but I noticed he used to have nightmares, you know, for the first five years he used to have a lot of nightmares, he used to shake aboot and that, in his sleep and that, but he was having nightmares . . . But that calmed doon.


He became a bus driver for a wee while, couldn’t settle, and then he seen an advert in the paper for the Lighthouse Board. I says, ‘Nobody works on the lighthouse!’ You know, thinking such a thing!


He says, ‘They do!’ He said, ‘should I try it?’


I said, ‘it’s up to you, if it makes you happy’. Cos he wanted a nice quiet life, you know, after all the army and that. So he . . . We both had to go for the interview, through to Edinburgh, George Street, and it aa went well. And of coorse he got the job.





There were all sorts of previous work and life experiences which people brought to the lighthouse service. Following an interview at 84 George Street – which, certainly until the 1970s, included a brief examination in writing, mathematical and geographical skills, as well as a medical examination – a successful candidate would be appointed as a supernumerary lighthouse keeper for a training period. The length of time you spent as a supernumerary could vary, as it depended not only on whether the keeper was judged to have learned the skills required, but also on a post as an assistant lighthouse keeper becoming vacant. Similarly, a combination of length of service – seemingly the main consideration, according to many interviewees – and perceived aptitude would lead to an assistant lighthouse keeper being selected for promotion to principal, the keeper in charge of a lighthouse, when a vacancy arose. For most of the time covered by the interviews, each lighthouse would have a principal and two assistants as the standard complement of staff, with supernumeraries in training added to this when necessary.


Entering the lighthouse service brought a new keeper into a world which had its own community, its own social structures and hierarchies to learn, and its own geography. Sometimes, representations of lighthouse keeping in popular culture can make it look like an almost entirely solitary occupation, with one or two keepers living in isolation. For the time and place covered by the Northern Lighthouse Board oral history project, this was rarely, if ever, the lived experience of lighthouse keeping described by interviewees. Each lighthouse was the focal point of a tiny community. Immediately, there would be three or four keepers on duty, plus another three or four on their month off while the first set were on, and their families living either at the lighthouse or at its designated ‘shore station’, plus in some cases a local assistant keeper based in the area. The chain of lighthouses around the shoreline of mainland Scotland and the islands connected to a wider coastal community of lighthouse workers, with additional focal points at the ships’ depots in Oban, Stromness and Leith, as well as at 84 George Street. Like the lights themselves, the people of the lighthouse community were held in a steady rotation, as keepers swapped on and off duty, transferred between lighthouses every three to five years, and ships’ crews and technicians travelled between lighthouses in their own working rhythms.


As the above paragraph suggests, it was frequently not the lighthouse keeper alone who entered this new world. The role of lighthouse keeper came with a tied house, either adjacent to the lighthouse, or for rock stations in clusters in towns such as Oban and Stromness which were close to the NLB ship depots, where keepers’ wives and families would live full time, joined by the keeper while not on shift. Lilian Kermode, who grew up in Oban where she met her lighthouse keeper husband John, described the ‘lighthouse blocks’ she lived in after getting married:




LK: Oh yes, there was twenty homes in the lighthouse building blocks, the blocks of four, at one time there was five, there was a block down at what was called Glenmore Road, and that used to house the Hyskeir families. But once they de-manned Lismore, they were able to move the families from the old Hyskeir block up into the Lismore block. So the blocks used to be . . . used to be the first block’s Dubh Artach, the second block was Skerryvore, the third block was Barra Head, the fourth block was Ushenish and the fifth block was Hyskeir. So twenty families up there.


EF: Did you end up socialising quite a lot with other lighthouse families?


LK: Yes, the ladies did socialise quite a bit, but the first time we were there there was three Oban girls married to lighthouse keepers, so of course we had our families in the town, so we didn’t intermingle to the same extent as the girls that had come in from away. But yes, they did, they used to just socialise a lot and just keep one another’s spirits up, because two months away was a long time, especially if you had youngsters.





Unlike, for example, offshore oil-rig workers, lighthouse keepers moved stations every few years, and their families moved with them. This was a policy designed to prevent some keepers spending their whole working lives on remote rock stations, while others by sheer chance were assigned ones close to towns or villages. It did, however, sometimes make for unwelcome upheaval if a family had settled particularly well in one place. This way of life made for a distinct and interdependent community of ‘lighthouse people’, bringing workers’ families together in a way which is increasingly rare in modern workplaces. A potential source of conflict within this community was that keepers’ families were also expected to observe the hierarchy between principals and assistants, especially in earlier years. The principal keeper’s wife was given first choice over the use of communal laundry facilities, and magazines or newspapers delivered to the accommodation would be passed around households, starting with the principal’s family. At rural stations, which were visited by a grocery van, the principal’s wife was given first pick of the groceries.


Automation put a halt to what would otherwise have probably been the start of a period of significant change within the social structures of lighthouse-keeping work. The knowledge that a lighthouse keeper’s job could no longer be thought of as a permanent one – something which had become abundantly clear by the 1980s – must surely have taken some of the urgency from debates about diversifying the workforce and dismantling the more rigid traditions. Because this study focused on interviewing those who had been working during the automation period, voices from newer generations of female workers within the ships’ crews and technicians do not appear much. The changes in work culture which never quite arrived for lighthouse keepers have certainly taken place in the remaining areas of the lighthouse service.


The interviews in this project were conducted after the interviewees stopped working as lighthouse keepers and sometimes took place many years after their service concluded. This means that these memories are shaped by years of reflection on what was important, or memorable, or meaningful about their experiences. While every individual’s way of narrating and sharing their memories is different, one of the most striking patterns I noticed overall is how often interviewees combined big themes – the fundamental purpose of the lighthouse service, its changes over time and its place in history – and small everyday details and anecdotes from particular moments in their service. The project includes interviews with technicians and office workers who were still employed by the Northern Lighthouse Board, and their accounts of working life were often quite different from those who had had time for their memories to settle and shape themselves in the interim period. However, the project’s focus on the changes during and since automation still led to wider reflections on the nature of the service as a whole.


Editing this book a decade on from conducting most of these interviews has added distance and perspective for myself as well. There were certainly times when, looking back at my own questioning, I found myself thinking ‘why did you phrase it like that?’ or ‘why didn’t you ask more about this aspect?’ However, the thing I am most struck by, returning to the project after some years away from it, is how the individual stories it contains combine to create a tangible sense of how people relate to work, place, technology and their own memories of these things over a lifetime.


Sharing people’s stories in this way is an honour and a responsibility. In my selections for this book, I have tried to do justice to the complexities of the life and work experiences represented here, and to balance the participants’ often profound reflections on the meaning of the lighthouse service with the everyday working experiences of frustration and joy, conflict and camaraderie which make up human lifetimes. In the years since automation, as well as there being a growing awareness of lighthouses as heritage sites, there has perhaps been a parallel growth in fascination with the lives of lighthouse keepers as something symbolic and mysterious. Lighthouse keeping – a way of life few ever experienced first hand – has always been a source of fascination for outsiders. As the interviews demonstrate, it was undoubtedly a line of work which led to unique experiences and perspectives, but it was also a job which required a very practical mindset, and, to the people represented in this project, lighthouses were first and foremost workplaces and homes, however unusual.


The book brings together recollections from lighthouse keepers, their families, and other lighthouse workers in four themed sections ‒ Family and Childhood, Life on Lighthouses, Supply, Maintenance and Support, and Life and Change. Each of these is divided further into individually themed chapters on one aspect of work or life. Reading over the interviews as a whole, I saw that certain themes seemed to be key to how most people thought about their experiences so this felt like a more meaningful way to arrange the material compared to, for example, a chronological approach, or by including extracts from each interview separately. The thematic approach also felt more natural because human memory rarely works in a neat chronological format. In the time that I have spent with lighthouse workers and their memories during the recordings and, more recently, while editing this book, I have come to think of the project as a cumulative overlapping of memories, similar to the way a tide is built up of overlapping waves. There are many shared points of experience, but on reading the voices of the people who shared their memories with the Northern Lighthouse Heritage Trust oral history project, you will be left in no doubt that each person who contributed to the work of the lighthouse service had their own unique experience of it: there is no one overarching story.


Erin Farley










PART ONE


Family and Childhood










1 Family and Domestic Life


Lighthouse keeping was a job which permeated the worker’s whole life, and if they had a partner and children, their lives too were shaped by the rhythms and regulations of the lighthouse service. Lighthouses, by their nature, are in coastal places and often a long way from the nearest town or village. Because the job required a twenty-four-hour shift pattern, there was no option but for the keepers to live at the lighthouse itself for the duration of their time ‘on’.


Lighthouses were assigned a type based on their location. Shore stations were close enough to amenities such as schools and shops meaning that the keepers could live there with their families. A rock station was not necessarily on a rock – these may have been on an island which had no school, or an uninhabited island, or a particularly remote area of the mainland. A keeper posted to these stations would live at the lighthouse while on duty, joining their family on their month off the light. Towers were the rarest kind of light, and included the Bell Rock, Skerryvore and Dubh Artach – lighthouses which rise straight out of the sea with almost no surrounding landmass at all. On a tower, work and domestic life were truly combined as the keepers would spend their entire time in the lighthouse itself, apart from perhaps the chance of a short walk around some rocks at low tides. For many people, being posted to a tower light was an unwelcome prospect, but there were keepers who enjoyed the experience and remembered these lights as having a distinct sense of place within the tower itself.


For both towers and rock stations, the lighthouse keepers’ families would live in Northern Lighthouse Board accommodation elsewhere. Both Pulpit Hill in Oban and Ness Road in Stromness were home to blocks of lighthouse housing, to serve the lights around the Western Isles and Orkney islands. Salvesen Crescent in Edinburgh was where families of keepers in the Forth, and on the Bell Rock lived. The housing was owned by the Northern Lighthouse Board, light keeping being a tied-house job until the mid eighties. This was the only practical way to run such a service, as keepers would move to a new lighthouse every three or four years. There was good reasoning behind this, perhaps most crucially the need to make sure every keeper had a variety of rock and shore stations, so that no one spent their entire working life separated from friends and family. The changing of lights also meant that no group of lighthouse keepers – or their families – were permanently together, a relief if personalities clashed but also a source of sadness if strong friendships were made.
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Figure 3 Neist Point light station on the most westerly point of Skye.








This frequent movement also meant that children had to move schools every few years. As well as potentially disrupting their education, depending on the time of their lives a move came at, this could be very upsetting – several first loves and teenage ambitions were thwarted by a sudden posting to a different location. It could also be a very stressful experience for a child moving from, say, a school in Shetland where they knew every other child to a large urban school in Edinburgh. Children of lighthouse keepers were interviewed as part of the project, and some of their memories specific to the experience of growing up on a lighthouse are included in the following chapter. This chapter focuses on the parents’ reflections on raising their children within the lighthouse service.


Many keepers remarked on how moving away from a tied house was one of the hardest parts of retiring or leaving the service to navigate. While the NLB would aim to find people a council or housing association house near their final posting, not everyone wanted to live near their final lighthouse, and it was comparatively late in the automation process that opting out of a tied house became a formal option. The Lighthouse Board would provide a house, decorating materials and at least some of the furniture, as well as covering electricity, so keepers’ wages – though modest compared to some other jobs – did not have to cover as many bills as in other jobs.
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Figure 4 Light station Hyskeir (south-west of Canna) under construction in 1904. Keeper transfers would have been made by the Oban-based tender. From the 1970s, these transfers began to be made by helicopter.








There were other ways in which the Northern Lighthouse Board affected private life for keepers and their families. As many of the lighthouse keepers remarked (see chapter 3), the principal keeper was very much in charge, and the service was run on a clear hierarchy. What often came as a surprise to new keepers with no prior experience of the NLB was that this hierarchy was expected to extend to their wives as well, with the principal keeper’s wife being offered the first choice of provisions, and perhaps carrying some authority in any potential disputes. As on the lighthouse itself, how this was experienced on a shore station was largely down to the personalities of individual principal keepers and their wives, and the extent to which they wanted to make use of this power.


Whether or not you got on with them, there was no avoiding other lighthouse keepers and their families. They were your colleagues and your closest – and potentially only – neighbours. They knew what was going on in your life – communication with lighthouses had to be done by radio, so even personal conversations between a husband on a rock lighthouse and their wife on shore could be heard by others. There were certainly times when people had fun with this inconvenient fact, dropping in a false story which would make good gossip and waiting to see how long it would take to circulate. The small community around an individual lighthouse was also constantly linked to the wider network of lighthouses around Scotland by the movement of keepers on relief, ships bringing supplies, artificers doing maintenance work and office staff on business.


The experience of living with a lighthouse keeper was as intense as the experience of being one, and it came with its own expectations and responsibilities, as well as its own joys. Although raising children with one parent away for long periods of time was not an easy process, there were women who said the relative independence their husband’s job gave them worked well for both of them, and they enjoyed the freedom of the month ‘on’ the lighthouse.



Hector and Esther Lamont, Stewarton


Hector Lamont, a ‘paraffin oiler’, was from three generations of lighthouse keepers:




HL: I completed my time in the garage in 1956 and was called up into the army, and coming out the army in 1958, I did another two years in the garage and then followed my brothers into the service in 1960. Did my training at Duncansby, Muckle Flugga, Flannans, Tiumpan Head, before being appointed back to Duncansby in November 1960, where I met my wife Esther. She was working in John o’ Groats. My other stations were Helliar Holm, Maughold Head, Skerryvore, Duncansby, Sanda, Corsewall, and then Mull o Kintyre. My eldest daughter was born while we were at Duncansby. She was only six weeks old when we were transferred by lighthoose tender, the Pole Star, to Helliar Holm, a two-man station off . . . Orkney. There was no phone or electricity, we’d an outside washroom and a coal boiler. Television standing in a corner, couldn’t be used. Ruth, our other daughter, was born in April 1966 in Inverness. Esther had come down early to stay with my folks in Invergordon.


Helliar Holm was automated in September 1967, and we were transferred to Maughold Head on the Isle of Man, by Pole Star to Leith, then train to Liverpool, and boat to Douglas and Isle of Man. Our son John was born on the Isle of Man in August 1968. He’s always said that if lighthooses were still taking keepers he would have joined the lighthouse service too. Then transferred to Skerryvore in August 1971. Big changes since my father’s day. There was a generator for electricity, compressor electric instead o paraffin lamps, no more coal, even the navigation light was electric. No more winding the machine by hand, you had just to press a button! All mod cons. Bar from washing water. It was scarce. Drinking water was taken to the rock by tender, the captain wasn’t pleased if you used too much. Rainwater was caught in catchments on the lantern and the dome and stored in tanks on the balcony. The toilet was at the bottom of the tower, that flushed with sea water. At Dubh Artach, their toilet was a bucket on the balcony.





Later in the interview, Esther reflected on her own introduction to the world of the lighthouse service:




EL: I never even thought about . . . I was only eighteen year old when I . . .


HL: When we get married.


EL: Started off in lighthouse life, I was eighteen year old and went away over to the island of Shapinsay . . . it was Helliar Holm.


HL: I remember Esther [their daughter] was just . . .


EL: Six weeks old.


HL: Six weeks old, just imagine going into a wee boat with . . .


EL: In a carry cot.


HL: It was a change going to a place with no electricity, you know. We did go ashore once a week, shopping trips and things like that, you got shopping trips in these places.
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Figure 5 Keepers boarding a tender to leave or return to a light station.









Charlie Riding, Broughton


Charlie Riding remembered his first experiences with accommodation as a Supernumerary Keeper, and how work life merged with personal life for keepers and other lighthouse workers not permanently assigned to a station:




CR: The first place, the very first one that I went to was Noss Head, just outside Wick. And obviously I had no idea what to expect. Sort of eased you into it gently, so to speak, they weren’t gonna shove you on Skerryvore or the Bell Rock to begin with, they would give you a shore station. So I went up to this place, I’d never been to Wick before and I rather enjoyed it. I had plenty time to go out and about and walk around. But they put me on with a chap who was a permanent keeper up there, I can’t remember his name, all I can remember is that his breath smelled terribly of fish. That’s my impression of that, it was a terrible, terrible smell of fish! Every time he went on he smelled of fish. And I realised there wasn’t actually that much to do, really. There wasn’t that much to do. And the other impression, I think, was that I was – and this became the standard whenever I went to shore stations – I would be given the little bothy as accommodation, and it was a tiny little place, smaller than this room that we’re sitting in just now. With bunk beds in it. And freezing cold. And this is it, if you were in a manned station, this is where you lived, as a visitory type of thing. And it would have a tiny little Baby Belling cooker, and a sink, and a toilet, and that would be it. And you’d think, oh right, that’s fair enough. Bit like a caravan. Except unfortunately you had to always share this with the local assistants, the people who weren’t actually full-time keepers at the station, so whenever there was someone else, external, local who would have to come and do a shift, they would come and spend their time in this bothy. Which, if it was in the evening, you were sharing what was basically your own wee house with complete strangers. And over the lighthouses, and over the years, I met some very interesting people in this way. Equally, I met some absolute animals in this way, some really awful, awful, awful people, in this way.






James and Liz Watt, Scalloway


James and Liz Watt remembered the expectation, continued from the early days of the service, that the principal keeper’s wife would have a level of authority over the wives of the other keepers:




JW: There was always a routine. You’ll always hear of the routine of the keepers and the families, and there was always a pecking order!


LW: Oh, yeah.


JW: Some o the older keepers, the pecking order was very important, cause you were the bottom of the heap. And at Sumburgh Head, I mean, Liz will tell you that story, when the grocery vans would come. The grocery van, the fish van . . . no, the meat van, wasn’t it the fish van?


LW: No, it was the meat van.


JW: And when they came, it was like a pecking order who went first.


LW: Principal’s wife used to go in and she used to shut the door, and even if it was raining you had to wait ootside until she was finished. You know, that was going back then.


JW: You’d never get that now. There would just be a riot! But that was the way it was, there was always this pecking order.


LW: Yeah, there was always the pecking order.





EF: Did anybody ever challenge that?




LW: No, we didnae really . . . [Jim pointing at Liz] We didnae really, Jim! There was just one day I was actually quite heavily pregnant, and it was chucking it doon, and she says ‘Just you go in first Mrs Watt,’ and I says, ‘I was intending to!’ Help!


JW: That’s another thing, there was always this atween some o the keepers and the wives, it was always full title.


LW: It wisnae just your name.


JW: Familiarity, apparently, was looked upon wi a wee bit o contempt . . . Well that wis not the word, but you didn’t want to get too familiar.





Later in the interview, James and Liz spoke more about the way of life within the service and how they felt it had influenced their children growing up, as well as some of the challenges of finding your own work and social circles as a lighthouse keeper’s wife:
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Figure 6 Lady shopping from Lipton Ltd mobile shop.










LW: I think as well, being in the lighthoose service, especially family stations, the children learnt a lot, especially the boys off o their dad. About when things should be done, when things should be repaired, when to do this, when to do that, don’t just leave it! Do it afore it gets any worse. And that’s actually held them in good stead as well, you know. The oldest boy, he actually was a plumber, he’s actually the porter at the hospital as well. And he finds that he can turn his hand basically to anything, because o the upbringing, I think, that he had. It wisna a case o you got somebody in to fix it, ye fixed it yoursel. And I think that’s actually stood them in good stead. Even the girls to a certain extent, ‘ll turn their hand to things, they’re no scaret to change a lightbulb or a plug or something like that, or try painting, you know, they’ll paint and decorate as well.





EF: Do they say they enjoyed growing up in the lighthouse?




Both: Oh yeah.


LW: They miss it a lot.


JW: It was their life, until I got made redundant.


LW: I mean, our two boys were determined they were following their father’s footsteps. They were going to become lighthouse keepers. And I think it was always, no a bone o contention, but it was a disappointment that they couldnae do it, cause that was what they wantit to do, they loved the lighthouse service, they loved the life that we led, you know. Yeah, as they got a bit older they started to get annoyed that they were having to move and leave their friends, but at the same time it was another adventure, it was something new on the horizon.


JW: Well it’s been termed a few times as a way of life, and ye always kept coming back to that, because it was a way of life, it was a unique working environment . . .


LW: It was a good life . . .


JW: There wis quite a few keepers that I met that had said it . . . you see, when you were in the service you had a job, and then you had accommodation, so you . . . the two sort o tied in. Unless you had your own accommodation, you really didn’t have a choice o just upping and going, because you had to find somewhere to stay, and find work. But there were quite a few, or some, anyway, that would say ‘I would never do it again, if I lived my life aroond.’ But there was more people positive than negative, they were quite happy, they would certainly go roond this circuit again, circumstances permitting.


LW: And you got your house. And your electricity and things like that, which was a big help, back in those days.


JW: The wages were quite slim, but they got much better as things went on. But you didn’t join for the big wage. I think when I started, my supernumerary wage, I was earning something like forty-eight pound a month.


LW: It seems ridiculous now!


JW: When I was in the factory, the linoleum factory, I could be coming home with between twenty and twenty-five pound a week. So you’re talking between eighty and a hundred pound a month. Nearly double. But then that was, we were doing extra work, overtime and suchlike. Then at the lighthouse, you didn’t have rent to pay, or rates. So you got a kind o balance.


LW: You did, yeah. If you were fortunate enough to be at a station where the wife could work, that actually helped as well. I mean, at Sumburgh, it’s where I learnt to drive, and I was able to go down and work at the hotel for a couple o hours. It actually helped to break the monotony of the station, I remember the doctor, he . . . It was different back then, the minister used to come and visit, the doctor would come and visit, just like a friendly chat, when we were first there. The first thing he says to me was ‘Get yourself a hobby,’ he says, ‘because otherwise you’ll go mental with the loneliness.’ We didnae really because o where I came fae.


JW: Isolation.


LW: Isolation and loneliness. Where I came from, I was used to a quiet life, I wisnae one that went out partying and things like that. And I think that was one of the things, when folk kent we had got Fair Isle, they kept saying, ‘Why are you going there, there’s nae pubs?’ But we didnae drink, or party like that, so it wisnae a problem tae us!





Alistair and Dorothy Henderson, Stromness


Alistair and Dorothy Henderson found the strictly hierarchical nature of the lighthouse service a challenging environment in which to raise a family:




DH: Took a while for the kids to get used to the idea . . . Well, for Guy, who was three and a half, in Oban, that where had his daddy gone? ‘Daddy’s away for a month.’ And we had what, twenty houses on Pulpit Hill, all lighthouse keepers. And if you went to the end of Pulpit Hill, on the road we were on, you could see Lismore light on the island. And all the kids were little then, and it was a case of, ‘There’s a lighthouse, that’s where your daddy is.’ And of course they were too young to think ‘How would you get twenty men on that little place?’ But my kids took to it not too badly. Well, as I say, Brucie grew up in the lighthouse service because he was a month old when we went to Rubh Reidh, but . . . Their education was disrupted every three, four years, but my two weathered the storm, and they’re both doing great things . . .


AH: It didn’t seem to have any effect on them. Well, no, it had an effect . . .


DH: It did when we went to Campbeltown. Bruce, our younger son, he couldn’t get used to the idea, again . . . Well, he was only a baby when he was on the rock so now he was back on a rock, on Sanda, and Bruce couldn’t get used to the idea, ‘Where’s my daddy gone?’ Because his daddy had always been there. And I used to get frantic phone calls from school saying you’re going to have to come and take Brucie home, he’s having hysterics, ‘Where is his daddy?’ But he grew out of that. He now commutes to Singapore for his job! Ha ha, yes.


But when he was on the rock, we were in Oban, and the second rock, we were in Campbeltown. So we had a town, we had people. But it took you a while to get used to that, after you’d been . . . Rubh Reidh was seventeen miles from Gairloch.


AH: Which was only a village anyway.


DH: It was only a little village, but you were allowed out twice a week, on a Tuesday and a Friday, to take the station car and go and get your shopping. And one principal would stand there and say, right, you’re leaving at such and such a time, I’ll expect you back at such and such a time. Oh wow. But we weathered it.


AH: Yeah. I would have to say that in my time I’ve caused the Lighthouse Board considerable inconvenience, I would object every so often to the diktats . . .


DH: They were very much in the nineteenth century.


AH: Oh yeah, that was them. The families were of less consequence than anything, and the Lighthouse Board made their plans, and they took virtually no account of the family when they were making those plans. And there were occasions, spread over a time, when I objected to this. And you always knew that when you did object, your card would have been well and truly marked. And come the time when you were perhaps hoping for a favour from the Lighthouse Board, you wouldn’t get it, you would end up getting shifted to a lighthouse you maybe weren’t all that keen to go to. They would always get you. They always remembered everything, and it would never be proved but you would end up drawing the short straw, as it were. This was the way of things in the seventies at that time.


DH: Well, you did twenty-five years, so we weathered it.


AH: Well, fair enough. But the boys didn’t do so badly, both of them eventually went to sea, Guy as a cadet and he ended up as the Chief Pilot for Clydeport, and he’s working now as a moorings master all over the world. He does all the tanker-to-tanker load transfers, one large tanker to another. Bruce is working for Bibby’s, he’s overseas, one of their floating accommodation barge things . . . Their education was disrupted in as much as they went from one school to another fairly frequently, but it didn’t seem to have a great effect on them. They always went to integrated schools which they probably wouldn’t have done had we stayed in Glasgow. In Glasgow it’s very much segregated schools, so it’s given them a different view on things than they probably would otherwise have had, as regards that.





Anne Wilson, Fraserburgh


Anne Wilson, whose husband Ronald Wilson was a lighthouse keeper, was familiar with some aspects of the service when he took on the role, as her sister was also married to a lighthouse keeper. However, his first year in the lighthouse service coincided with widespread strikes which made staying in touch with family more difficult than it would normally be, adding an additional sense of distance to her new life. Her husband had been a fisherman when she married him and he joined the lighthouse service in 1967:


EF: So what prompted him to apply for the lighthouse service?




AW: He wanted a job that was still attached to the sea, okay, so that was . . . Apart fae being a fisherman, he felt there was security with it, and we would see a bit o the countryside, which we did . . . We went, Orkney was our first station, and I thought, oh my God. What have I come to?





EF: What did you think about him signing up to the lighthouse service?




AW: Okay. No, no, because my brother-in-law already wis a lighthoose keeper so I had visited him in different stations, so I knew what it involved. It wisna a case of I was going in blind. But when we arrived in Orkney I think it was the winter o a the strikes and things, and there wis no phones in the houses, the lighthoose keeper that wis at shore, he had a phone, you could borrow it, but you’d go to a phone box in the time o the strikes, depending on who was on the operator, and you couldn’t even phone home, there was no letters. I felt I was in Timbuktu. Because it was just awful, there was just nothing. I think that was the hardest bit, not being able to contact your mum and dad and things like that. But we survived. [laughs]





EF: Did you have kids already when you started on the lighthouse?




AW: Aye, David was two and Jackie was five when we joined.





EF: What did they think of the lighthouse lifestyle?




AW: I think they quite enjoyed it, because there was other families there, and most of them had kids, and the kids all seemed to get on well. I mean, they would walk to school together and things like that. And I mean . . . you always had a babysitter when the dads were at home, so the adults got out. So there was . . . it hadna much . . . I didna think it had any drawbacks really, that . . . A bit isolated at times, maybe, but apart from that. As I say you weren’t on your own, there was other keepers there, so you made the best of it.





EF: So did you usually get on with the other keepers?




AW: Oh aye. Very much so. I think cause they’re all in the same position, and if ye didnae get on life would be hell. Really, it would be awful if ye didnae get on. I mean, ye cannae love everybody, but I wouldnae say there was anybody that I didnae like. But, I mean, you got on better . . . I think you made friends wi certain ones and ye kind o stuck in that group, ye ken. But oh no, because in Stromness there was four houses, four lots again, and we aa mixed, we went out on nights out and things, so. Cause often the men were away over Christmas and things, so the women . . . ye just shared things. But . . . cause when we were in Lewis, no, telling a lie, when we were in Orkney, they didnae get off . . . It was a month on, month off there and the ship couldnae get oot for them so they had tae get the rescue helicopter, so it was two month they were away, their dads. That was a long, long time. So the rescue helicopter came the end o the month, they stayed an extra month. But, no no, it was fine. And then, we used to get out once a year, a little boat took us out. The boatman carried us to the boat. Could ye imagine? I didnae, I walked, walked oot to the boat but they carried the kids on their backs. And ye’d tae hope there wasnae a wind got up and took it back! But, no, no, kids loved it. And the schools were good. You found in the islands, the schooling was excellent, so . . .





EF: So would you get accommodation provided for you by the Lighthouse Board?




AW: The house and part o the furniture was provided by the lighthoose service. But I think ye got coal for your fire, as well, and the men got their uniforms and things. There wis a lot of perks in the job, really, like that, because they hadnae to buy clothes, their dungarees and things, so all they had was their home clothes. Cause when they were out on the rocks they would have worn working clothes, and then travelled in their suits and collar and tie things.





Fiona Pearson, Stonehaven


Fiona Pearson remembered being part of a supportive lighthouse community on the Isle of May, where her late husband Magnus Pearson was a lighthouse keeper at the time their sons Alan and David were born:




FP: And when you think of an island, you probably think of a lighthouse, walk round about it and that’s it, but May Island was 140 acres. At one time a farmer could make a living with 140 acres of land. But although there wasn’t a farm on it there was plenty of room to walk around and that. And there was birdwatchers come over because there was all sorts of seabirds came. It’s noo a bird sanctuary. But there was what they called the lower light, it had been a lighthouse before they built the bigger one, and the bird people had it, I think it held about seven or eight of them. It was very primitive but they were there to see the birds, they weren’t there to get everything done for them.


You know, people thought when you were in a lighthouse you were sort of stuck beside your neighbours. Well, actually, at the May, I was about maybe a quarter of a mile from where the tower was, I was down beside the engine room. And I would ask Mrs Dundas down for, some afternoons, a cup of tea and talk, and then, another day in the week, I would ask the other neighbour, I think it was Mrs Mainland, she had a little girl called Susan. Her and her husband came from Orkney, they were a very nice young couple, but I felt Susan had nobody to play with, you know, she was a nice wee baby. Well, not a wee baby but a wee girl. I was blessed wi having Alan and then David. [. . .] I had to go ashore and stay in Anstruther for a month before Alan was born, and the same before David was born. Well, I got back to the lighthouse with Alan and of course I was breastfeeding him. Well, Mrs Mainland and Susan came down to see me and of course Alan wanted fed and I just fed him . . . It was just Mrs Mainland and I and Susan. ‘What are you doing that for? Did I get fed like that?!’


‘No, no,’ Mrs Mainland said, ‘No, you got fed from a bottle.’


‘Why is he not getting a bottle?’


But Mrs Dundas really kept me right because I’d never done ordering and that, and my mother had talked about cream crackers as water biscuits. Of course, I said two packets of water biscuits, and it was just yon big round things that you looked at them sideyways and they cracked! [laughter] Oh, what on earth am I gonnae do? And Mrs Dundas produced a packet of cream crackers for me. It was really good. I was lucky that I had Mrs Dundas to sort of guide me on.





Kristina, Irene and Elin Mathieson, Perth


Kristina Mathieson and two of her daughters, Irene and Elin, shared the story of when Kristina met her husband Alan Mathieson, not long after Kristina and her sister had moved from the Faroes to Fair Isle to work. One of Alan’s first postings after their marriage would be the Bell Rock, which meant that Kristina went from the small community of Fair Isle to looking after her children alone in Edinburgh, while still learning English and also learning how to navigate things such as the healthcare system in Scotland.




KM: And so we [Kristina and her sister] came to the docks and travelled [. . .] from Faroe to Leith . . . After that we were to be sent up to Fair Isle, and we had to go up to Shetland, and so we were sent by train up to Shetland, somebody was to meet us in Edinburgh and then we were going to, in the boat, up to Shetland, and then we had to go from there, somebody was to meet us and they would put us on the boat for Fair Isle. So it was quite a thought, in a way. I was all right, I could speak some English but my sister couldna speak any. People met us and everything was right, and they got us to Fair Isle. And we were to clean up the huts, and, gosh, I think I never saw so many blankets in my life! Thirty or forty blankets, that we had to wash, and I have never been used to blankets, so that was quite a thought . . .


. . .


KM: We had downies where I was brought up in, but they had blankets. [. . .]


KM: . . . And so there’s two lighthouses there, and my husband was in the South lighthouse, and they were all come down to see when these two girls came to Fair Isle to have a look at them! Because there was no women there, unless married women. And so we came down, and then we went for a walk and we went down to the lighthouse, and that was the first time I met him. So we, how shall I say?


IM: Fell in love!


KM: Fell in love, and then by the time I was going to Edinburgh to work in the winter time, we were engaged. And so I had to promise I would work for the year, work in Edinburgh, so we got married next year. So I think I got, my sister and my brother came to the wedding, it wasna very big, it was in Shetland. And he was stationed in Fair Isle. So I think we were stationed there for two, three or four years after that. But Irene, you were . . .


IM: Katrina [Kristina’s first daughter] was born in 1952, she was born in the Gilbert Bain in Lerwick.


KM: And you were in ’53.


IM: Then I was born in 1953.


KM: So we shifted from there, Irene will have to tell you the places because I canna really remember very well.


IM: Well, we went to Edinburgh, and then –


EM: Dad was on the Bell Rock, we went to Edinburgh, and I was born.


KM: The two of you, you were just six weeks . . . And when he joined the lighthouse service, he had to sign a paper that he had to go where he was told to go. So there was a lot of rocks, and as it happened he went to a lot of rocks. So I was kind of . . . him going away, so we went to Edinburgh to stay, when he went to the Bell Rock, and he was away for six weeks, and [back] just over two weeks . . . So I had to learn a lot in a short time, the language . . .


IM: And how not to get lost in Edinburgh!


KM: Where to take your children if something was wrong with them, the health service and all that! But I had good neighbours and they helped me to get through it. So he was there for five years.


EM: I was born, at 10 Salvesen Crescent in Edinburgh.


IM: But remember you were saying last night, or recently, about the helicopter incident in the Bell Rock?


KM: That’s right. My husband was there when the helicopter that came and brought meals to them, well, he hit . . . a bust or something like that. There were three men, just the three, my husband and another man, Bob Watt, and – I canna mind the other one, and what his name was . . .


EM: The Principal? I don’t know either.


KM: He was not the Principal . . . He froze, you know what I mean by that? One of them froze, the man.


IM: He didn’t know what to do.


KM: My husband was worried that he couldn’t do anything, because the helicopter hit the rock and he fell, down into the sea. And so they were . . . my husband and Bob Watt, he would go down and see if the pilot was alive. And he had to get a rope on him, and my husband had to kind of hold onto it, so he went down to see . . . well, he was dead, actually, so they did nothing . . . So that was it, I’d heard about . . . In those days you spoke to your husband on a loudspeaker, it was not in private, everybody knew what you were speaking about.


IM: They all knew what you were talking about!


KM: Not private, everybody knew what you were talking about. EM: Like a radio.


KM: So my Principal came to the door to tell me, I just heard what had happened, to tell me that my husband was okay, that they were okay, the keepers. And this other keeper, he was all right after a while, the one that couldna move after what happened. So I think we were . . . where did we go from there?


EM: Muckle Flugga.


IM: We went up to Shetland.


KM: Oh, then we went up to Shetland, my husband was actually from Unst, in Shetland, and so we went up to Muckle Flugga, and that was another rock where I had to . . . well, that was a different thing, a kind of island, but he had a brother there.


EM: Well, the whole island was related!


IM: The whole island was just about related to us in one shape or another!





Lilian Kermode, Oban


Lilian Kermode’s account of her children’s school years gives insight into how different stations resulted in different school experiences for the children of lighthouse keepers stationed at them. Even though the NLB was open to suggestions as to how to make stations work better for families, the prospect of being moved to another location was always present:




LK: We were quite disappointed, actually, to get shifted from Ardnamurchan, because when we were at Ardnamurchan it wasn’t classed as what they called a schooling station, and we had asked if it could be made into a schooling station because it had a lovely wee school in the village, and we thought, you know, a small school, a good start for your kiddies. And the Northern Lighthouse Board said yes, and they made it into a schooling station, and Karen had started in school in the August and we got transferred to the Isle of Man in the October!





[EF: Oh no!]




LK: No, not to the Isle of Man, to the Rhinns of Islay, so we came back to Oban.





EF: So what was the difference between a schooling station and a non-schooling station?




LK: Well, a non-schooling station, you could be there with children up until they came of school age. Or you could be at it when your children were past the schooling years.





EF: So was it just stations that would have a school near enough to them?




LK: Near enough, yes. So we spent, as I say, we spent four years at Ardnamurchan, and then we came back to Oban, and John was on the Rhinns of Islay. But by that time the reliefs had changed over and it was only a month on and a month off, which was a lot better. And they were, by that time, they had started doing the reliefs by helicopter. So it was quite good.





EF: Was the Lighthouse Board accommodation . . . did it come furnished?




LK: Yes. Well, when I say it came furnished, it had the basic furnitures, you know, they put linoleum down on the floors and it had a basic cooker. You bought your own fridge-freezers, washing machines, they had supplied pots and pans, in the bedrooms they provided the beds, and the bedroom furniture, but you provided your bedding and you furnished your living room and sitting room to what you wanted.


My husband tried very hard . . . my husband was a union representative, for the Lighthouse Service, and we found the travelling had got too much. By the time Cameron was twelve years of age he was in his fifth school for education. Just the way that his birthday fell, and just the way our jobs transfers came in, because as I say he just started in a little school in Ardnamurchan when we got transferred back to Oban, so he went to the Rockfield School, and then from there he went to the junior school at Castletown on the Isle of Man, then transferred up to the secondary school, and he was only there for two months when we got transferred up to Orkney, so that was five schools, and he was only twelve years old, you know, it was a lot to take in. And we just decided that we’re going to have to do something about this. He was getting dreadfully upset about all the moving he was having to do, and friends, and so it was decided that I would come back home to Oban with the family and see if I could get a house locally, which we did, we got a house locally with the local housing association, and John asked at the Lighthouse Board to be kept on rock services until the children were finished their education, and that’s what they did.





EF: Was that something that other families had done as well?




LK: Well, we were one of the first to do it. I think quite a few people were worried about taking the step, because you were in a tied-house situation, and your salary was not huge, because you were getting the benefits of having your house, your light, heating, all paid for you through the Northern Lighthouse Board, whereas when you took yourself out of that system you had to find that extra finances, and we found it by, I went out to work. So, as I say, after . . . a few followed on after that, and then the Northern Lighthouse Board brought it in that you didn’t have to be tied to the lighthouse accommodation.





EF: When did they bring that in?




LK: Oh, I’m trying to think . . . About 1982, ’84, around that time? Yeah, about that, mid eighties. But they had to fight very hard, you know, because the NLB, they were very good as regards . . . Cause when we took ourselves out of it we said, ‘Look, we can’t . . . one child has had five schools in six years of education, can’t be doing with this any more,’ and they were very good, they accommodated John by giving him rock services up until our oldest daughter was eighteen, and then we were transferred back to the Isle of Man to a land station, and what we did was, by then my oldest son was . . . Cameron was twenty-three, so him and his brother and sister stayed in the family home, and I went with John to the Isle of Man to the lighthouse accommodation.





John Drummond, Stornoway


John Drummond’s family also found the frequent moves the most difficult aspect of the service to cope with as they got older.


EF: What did your family make of the lighthouses?




JD: When they were young the kids enjoyed it. Once they got older, especially the girls, and unfortunately I had four of them, they werena so content! They wanted more of the, just normal girly stuff, you know. Which wasn’t readily available stuck away out in the wilds of whatever. And the girls were never as . . . when they got older, if they had a boyfriend or friends, they didna want to leave. Because the eldest boy, it didna matter, he was just, ‘Bye bye!’ The next one. I suppose it’s typical for the age, for teenagers and stuff. It’s hard . . . fairly hard on them in one way, and on the wives, because, with the NLB policy, which had the same reasons, you got moved around, because so many of the Scottish lighthouses were in isolated areas and that, it was to give everybody a chance of the good and the bad stations. So somebody wouldn’t be perpetually stuck in the bad. So in that way it was a good policy, but it also meant that every four years or so, the whole family was uprooted and moved, and that was hard on the women, because wherever they were, they were always in the shore stations. So, especially rocks, they made a closer tighter circle of girlfriends. And then after four years . . . gone. And sometimes only given about five or six weeks’ notice that they were going up and away, the other end of the country. Which makes it hard for them.


Most people reckon you move house, what, three times in your life. Well, if you count my move from my original place of abode to when the lighthouse ended, not taking into account a couple of moves I had before that, that was eight, nine moves. That’s a lot of people, a lot of redecorating, a lot of stuff getting packed away, and a lot of stuff having to get thrown out. Especially, again, on the female . . . Well, maybe for some of them. It didnae bother me, if something was old or that, I would never just keep it because . . . But you hadn’t enough room to carry excess stuff with you. You could do it, maybe, if you were going to do it in one trip, but when you knew you had it coming up again in three years . . . you couldn’t go around with an awful lot of excess baggage.





EF: Would you usually redecorate a house when you got into it?




JD: Yeah. The NLB were quite generous . . . they would supply the paint anyway, but when you moved in, they gave you an allowance for buying wallpaper and suchlike. You could always redecorate, you could redecorate more than once . . . The superintendents used to come round on an annual inspection, they used to come round and inspect your house and that every year . . . Sort of feudal overlords sort of thing! But then again, if you wanted, the NLB also supplied most of the brown furniture and suchlike, if you wanted a new table, new chairs, new stuff for the bedrooms, a chest of drawers, that sort of thing, you asked the superintendent, and he would either okay it or not okay it. It was the same, ‘Oh, I’d like to redecorate’: most times they’d just say, ‘Yeah, on you go, if you’re prepared to do it.’ Because it was benefiting them if people kept up the property. So that was never a problem. Their allowance wasna . . . it was perfectly adequate for most things, if you wanted something fancy, you had to, you could get your allowance and pay money yourself if you wanted a fancy wallpaper!





EF: Did you have to run it by them, what colours and stuff you wanted to do?




JD: No, no. No, they were, that didn’t come into it at all because you move out, the next person moves in, they just apply for the thing and re-do it, so they didn’t really bother about that at all, that side of things at all.





EF: What would happen if they did the inspection on your house and it didn’t come up to their standards? What would they do?




JD: Give them severe warnings and sometimes somebody could get transferred away, moved to a different station. I never heard o anybody getting sacked because of it. It’s hard to sack somebody because a keeper, because their house wasnae . . . In the old days, if you ever get access to the old archives, some o the old station log books, I’ve seen some that were kept at stations going away back to the 1800s and that, so-and-so’s bedding was found to be in a dirty state, fined five shillings . . . But, latterly, you couldna really sack somebody because they kept a dirty house, it was just a matter o transferring them. In extreme cases, if a house was in bad repair they would send in workmen to get it back into, before they put somebody else in they would send workmen in to get it up to an acceptable standard. Ubiquitous cream walls, but everything would be clean. So you never went into a dirty house . . .





John and Hazel Boath, Edinburgh


Although babies being born at lighthouses would have been more common in the early days of the service, as with home births generally, this became more unusual in the twentieth century. However, weather and transport issues meant that sometimes, it could still happen. John and Hazel Boath’s son Scott was among the last to be born at a lighthouse, at Stoer Head in the late 1960s:




HB: We had one son and we left wi four!


JB: I’m coming tae that! So when we left after four years, four and a half years, we arrived there with one son, as Hazel said, and we left with four sons. And one of the sons, I’m pretty sure, he was the last person to be born on a lighthouse. Scott. Hazel had a confinement on the lighthouse. And cause Scott was born in December, he was the 13th of December, the weather was quite atrocious, and the nearest doctor was Lochinver, which was seventeen miles away, and Georgina, the nurse, was about six miles away, and the roads was blocked by snow. So it looked like this was going to be my first test as a delivery, you know! Thankfully Georgina got through, Hazel had the home confinement, and I always remember Georgina saying to me, you know: ‘Could you go and get me a soup plate?’ And I went and got a soup plate. And she went ‘There you are,’ I’ll get rid o that and . . . I don’t know what ‘that’ is! But I went out and threw it away, and it wasn’t long til the seagulls came down and Scoffed it. And it turned out to be the placenta! I didn’t know.


Anyway, Scott duly arrived, and because Stoer Head was only a two-man station and there was no engines or nothing, you didn’t have to keep a twenty-four-hour watch. Basically you were only on duty when the main navigation light was on, which in the summer meant it wasn’t going on til ten o’clock, maybe half past ten at night, and then it was going out again at half past three, half past four in the morning. So you were basically only doing a one watch. But then when you went into the winter, the light was going on at half past three in the afternoon and wasn’t going out til about half past nine in the morning. So you were doing, basically in these days it was four on, four off, four on, four off. It’s . . . and you got what was called a twenty-four-hour respite, which was one day off a week, so you were working six days a week, Christmas, New Year, there was no bank holidays, things like that didn’t exist in the lighthouse service. It was just a full year. And if it so happened that for some reason you didn’t get your twenty-four hours’ respite, you can find yourself going two, three, four weeks, five weeks without a day off. Which did happen to me at Stoer Head. And the weather was so horrendous up there, especially the wind, sometimes, there was one time we couldn’t even get out of the house for about a week because of the ferocious winds. Wir wee doggie, we had to lift the window to let the dog out to do its business, and when it got blown away, down into the gully, and I had to go out and tie a rope round my waist and get down the gully to find it, you know.


But Stoer Head, we enjoyed Stoer Head. It was a very . . . The Lighthouse Service, it was stricter than the army. Hazel had no experience, and I didn’t . . . and when we got to Stoer Head, the only way you could get your food was by the local grocery van. And the van would come up on a Thursday night, and the first Thursday the van arrived, cause we were on the low floor. [. . .]


Because it came up on the Thursday night, and Hazel, cause we were sitting, we saw the van through the window coming into the courtyard. So Hazel went out and went on the van, and got what she required for the house, and then came back in again. And then about half an hour later there was a [knocks] at the door, and this was the head, Principal Lighthouse Keeper, a gentleman who was called Commander Ritchie, cause he was very very strict. And he always wore his hat, with his insignia badge. And he always addressed me as Mr Boath, and I addressed him as Mr Ritchie. And it was,
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Figure 7 Keepers and a dog in the living room of Fidra lighthouse, East Lothian, 1967.










‘Mr Boath, your wife went on the van tonight.’


I went, ‘Yeah, to get the messages.’


He says, ‘Well, you are the junior at this station, your wife’s the junior lady, my wife goes on the van before your wife.’


‘Really? So it’s not a case of first . . .?’


‘No. You always come second to us. I get my holidays before you, I take Saturday off every week, you get Friday.’


And then of coorse you had to start getting all the regulations. He was very regulation-focused, you know. You weren’t allowed to do washing on a Sunday, you couldn’t hang any washing out on a Sunday cause it was the Sabbath.





EF: Was that a Lighthouse Board rule or just certain . . .




JB: Well, it was basically, that was so not to antagonise the locals. But I think it was actually in the regulation book about the Sabbath, you know, adhere to the Sabbath if you could. And of coorse we knew this, and Hazel’s sister arrived for a little holiday, and she had a couple of young kids. And I had just come off duty and went away to bed to catch up on sleep before I was going on duty again four hours later, when there was another [knocks] . . . And there’s Mr Ritchie again, at the door.


‘Mr Boath, you’ve got washing out and it’s the Sabbath.’


‘We don’t put washing out.’


He says, ‘Well, somebody’s put washing out.’


Turned out it was Hazel’s sister and I had to go and tell her to take the washing in. And that’s what it was like. But he was well known for being strict.


But the thing was with him, we would be paid by cheque every month, and to get your cheque cashed, the Lighthouse Board would pay for a taxi to take us from the lighthouse to the bank in Lochinver. Now the ladies were stuck on this lighthouse as well. So there was a taxi going to Lochinver, now they could have jumped in the taxi and got a trip. He wouldn’t let them cause it was an official car. ‘This car is paid by the Lighthouse Board; your wife, and my wife, won’t use it.’ And he wouldn’t let them go in the car to get a trip to the shops or anything like that. So he was actually quite responsible, as far as I believe, for quite a number of lighthouse keepers resigning, with his attitude. I think the reason I stayed with him was probably cause I’d been in the army and you were used to going yes sir, no sir, three bags full, sir. So these regulations didn’t bother me, and it didn’t bother me about the car, because we had a car.


But his wife was on that lighthouse for fifty-two weeks a year and never got off it. Stuck in the four walls, on the top of a cliff like that. No neighbours, no shops, you know. Just the four walls. And paraffin lights and paraffin heaters and . . . they took a week’s holiday every year and went back to Lossiemouth, I think, that was the only time she was ever off the station was during their week’s holiday. Whereas when it was my day off we would jump in the wee Morris Minor and drive up to the village and have a few beers and get to know the locals. And over the time we were there we became friendly with all the locals and joined in the ceilidhs and went to the Lifeboat dances and the Highland games, and we had quite a good social life. But other people would go into the lighthouse and they would never leave it for fifty-two weeks of the year, some would stay in there for four years and never even go on holiday!





Kenneth and Kathy Weir, Edinburgh


In contrast to the rather forlorn image of isolation of the principal keeper’s wife recalled by John and Hazel Boath, many of the memories of the social life around lighthouses were of good times, perhaps particularly when the station allowed for enough families to be there at the same time so that it felt like a community. Kenneth and Kathy Weir’s memories show the sharing of resources – such as one phone between four households – leading to a lively social life:


EF: [to Kathy] How did you find the lighthouse lifestyle yourself?




KaW: I enjoyed it. And then when Kenny was on the rock, the women, we were all in the same boat, and we just got on wi aathing. Neighbours were good. No problems.





EF: Did you spend a lot of time with other lighthouse families?




KaW: Mmhmm. And of course the kids were all more or less at the school thegether. Och yes.


KeW: But the more it went on, the longer the job went on, it . . . like everything else in the world it kept changing. And some o the traditions were dropped. Like if a person wis arriving at a new place there was a meal made for them by one o the other keepers o that place. That sort o petered out. And when the removal lorry came, all the men that were ashore came to help. And it wis a great thing because it would have taken you, like, half a day. And there’s seven or eight men there, and it didna take long. Ye were allowed to give them so much, they got a payment, to give to them . . . nine oot o ten o them never took it, because they would say, ‘Oh, gie it to your kids.’ And ye always had a dram to give them that wanted a dram. But the removers weren’t allowed to drink. They got a can o beer. But the driver, he never got anything. We gave him a couple o cans o beer to take home. What he did wi them once he left I don’t know. But it was a tradition. And many a shift has ended up in a . . . party!


And there’s been one or two parties we’ve been at that werna parties. They didna start off as parties. It wis just, like, I’m going to the shops, do ye want anything? A half bottle. Half bottle. Half bottle. And that wis the women! And we bought a suite. In Edinburgh, from Queensway. And we invited wir friend, Calum and Marie, Principal and his wife, to see wir new suite, we were very proud of it. And he’s looking, he says, ‘The two chairs don’t match!’ One had fringes on the bottom, and the other one didn’t, and it was a slightly different ridge. So . . . but we’d given them a dram, to celebrate wir new suite. This was at two o’clock in the afterneen. Then somebody come to the door wanting the phone. It was a travelling phone. One phone between . . .


KaW: Four keepers.


KeW: Four keepers. Aye. ‘C’mere and see wir suite!’ And the ither one come, chapped on the door, ended up we’d aboot twenty folk on the hoose, got drunk, woke up the next morning, why did we get drunk? We’d forgot about the suite! But we got it changed.


KaW: Actually, it was a difference in the colour, that we didna see, we didn’t notice. But Calum noticed.
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