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A DESCRIPTION
OF THE
WESTERN ISLANDS OF SCOTLAND ca 1695





Introduction


Charles W. J. Withers


Martin Martin’s A Voyage to St Kilda (1698) and A Description of the Western Isles of Scotland (1703) are amongst the first printed works to describe the Hebrides and the culture and beliefs of the people of Scotland’s Outer Isles. For this reason alone, they are noteworthy. Some modern commentators consider Martin’s Hebridean narratives the definitive forerunner to those topographical accounts of Scotland in general and of the Highlands in particular that are so common from the later eighteenth century. Later travellers, it is true, were influenced by the works. Martin’s Description of the Western Isles was given to Samuel Johnson by his father, a fact which roused the doctor’s interest in Scotland and prompted his own tour with James Boswell. Influenced Johnson may have been: impressed he was not. ‘No man’, wrote Johnson, ‘now writes so ill as Martin’s account of the Hebrides is written.’ Boswell was only slightly more charitable: ‘His Book is a very imperfect performance; & he is erroneous as to many particulars, even some concerning his own Island. Yet as it is the only Book upon the subject, it is very generally known... I cannot but have a kindness for him, not withstanding his defects.’ Earlier, the antiquarian and natural historian John Toland had noted of Martin’s Hebridean works that ‘The Subject of this book deserv’d a much better pen... [These] Islands afford a great number of materials for exercising the talents of the ablest antiquaries, mathematicians, natural philosophers, and other men of Letters. But the author wontes almost every quality requisite in a Historian (especially in a Topographer).’


What, then, are we to make of these early, and, seemingly, erroneous and imperfect yet influential texts? It is vital to recognise, of course, that Johnson, Boswell and Toland were judging Martin and his work from the standards of their time, not his. Seen in terms of that more precise rhetoric which informed later eighteenth-century literary and geographical description, Martin’s texts might indeed be judged ‘an imperfect performance’. He himself admitted to ‘Defects’ in ‘my Stile and way of Writing’, and confessed that ‘he might have put these papers into the hands of some capable of giving them, what they really want, a politer turn of phrase’. It is not appropriate, however, to judge the products of one age by the standards of another. Further, given the existence of earlier accounts of the Western Isles, albeit that many survived only in manuscript form, from Dean Monro’s 1549 Description of the Western Isles of Scotland – included here in full (pp. 315–378) – and other geographical documents dating from the 1640s, 1670s and 1680s, the view that Martin’s accounts mark the beginning of topographical description of the Hebrides cannot be allowed to stand.


Judged in the context of their own time, Martin Martin’s works have considerable significance and are of interest to the modern reader for three reasons. First, Martin Martin, as a Skye native and a Gaelic speaker, is of the places and peoples he writes about. His work is of importance, then, not just because it is an early account but, crucially, because it is by a native. What we get is a credible account of St Kilda and of the Hebrides from, as it were, ‘the inside’, and, in that regard, Martin’s works are unlike virtually any other commentary on the Highlands and Islands.


Second, what Martin Martin gives us is a view of Hebridean culture and society before the Highlands and Islands of Scotland get invested with those false yet persistent images of tartanry, romance, Bonnie Prince Charlie and the aesthetic majesty of empty landscapes that so mark commentators’ works from the end of the eighteenth century. In this regard, too, Martin’s accounts of the lives of ordinary people and of their customs and beliefs do not seek, as was so common in many later writers concerned with their own moral authority as ‘improvers’, to judge the people he is writing about. This is not to say the world he was writing about should be seen either as some sort of authentic and timeless Hebrides, or that that world was untouched by things going on elsewhere. This was far from the case.


Third, Martin was both part of, and an agent for, a different and wider world altogether. His works were largely written at the behest of influential members of the Royal Society, the London-based institution that was, from its foundation in 1660, crucial to the development of ‘modern’ scientific methodology. It is also the case that they were written in the face of competition from other people, notably John Adair the map-maker. Further, Martin was bound up with those networks of natural knowledge at that time centring upon Sir Robert Sibbald, the Geographer Royal for Scotland, who was using local informants’ information to pull together a geographical description of Scotland as a whole. Martin was, then, both a local man, and, by the terms of his own day, a practising scientist with national connections.


Science at this time, or natural philosophy as it should more properly be called, was greatly dependent upon traveller’s reports of unknown lands and peoples. What was geographically ‘unknown’ at this time did not simply mean distant places and strange peoples far away. It included ‘the foreign’ near at hand. The Highlands and Islands of Scotland were certainly unknown to most people, even to other Scots. Martin commented on just this point: ‘Foreigners, sailing thro the Western Isles, have been tempted, from the sight of so many wild Hills... and fac’d with high Rocks, to imagine the Inhabitants, as well as the Places of their residence, are barbarous;... the like is suppos’d by many that live in the South of Scotland, who know no more of the Western Isles than the Natives of Italy.’ To members of the Royal Society – men like Robert Boyle who had published guidelines in 1692 to travellers on the sorts of things they should comment upon, and, indeed, on the proper ways for a gentleman abroad to conduct himself in making such enquiries – Hebridean Scotland was indeed unknown. All knowledge about such places was welcome, especially if one could get a reliable and trustworthy reporter.


It is a mistake, then, either to treat Martin’s works as just about the Outer Isles in the late seventeenth century, or as the beginning of an unchanging topographical tradition, or to see Martin as just a social writer without understanding something of this background as to why they were written, and for whom. Martin’s accounts appear at a time of change in both the Gaelic world and of important developments in scientific enquiry in understanding the world as a whole; developments in which geographical description of the foreign and the strange even within one’s own country played an important part.


Martin signals exactly this sense of the wider importance of local knowledge in the Preface to his 1698 St Kilda book.




If we hear at any time a Description of some remote Corner in the Indies Cried in our Streets, we presently conclude we may have some Divertisement in Reading of it; when in the mean time, there are a Thousand things nearer us that may engage our Thoughts to better purposes, and the knowledge of which may serve more to promote our true Interest, and the History of Nature. It is a piece of weakness and folly merely to value things because of their distance from the place where we are Born: Thus Men have Travelled far enough in the search of Foreign Plants and Animals, and yet continue strangers to those produced in their own natural climate.





Understanding these issues in order better to read Martin’s works in turn demands that we know something of the man himself.


Martin Martin is first clearly identifiable in source material in 1681 in graduating MA from Edinburgh. It is thought he was one of three brothers, at least two of whom were also graduates of Edinburgh. Martin’s father, Donald Martin, son of Gille-Mhàrtainn, son of Aonghas na Gaoithe, soldiered with the MacDonalds of Sleat under the Duke of Montrose, and, later, was chamberlain of Trotternish in Skye. He married Màiri, the daughter of Alasdair, brother of Domhall Gorm Òg of Sleat in Skye. Martin was, therefore, a cousin to the clan chiefs of his day, both Dòmhnall Breac, who died in 1692 and Dòmhnall a’ Chogaidh, who died in 1718. Between 1681 and 1686, Martin was also a tutor to the latter, and, from 1686 to 1695, he was tutor and governor to Ruaraidh Òg MacLeod of Harris. Most of this latter period was spent in Edinburgh where the young chief attended university.


The years between 1695 and 1703 were formative in shaping Martin’s texts because it is in that period that he was clearly seen by others as the ideal man to undertake work on the then unknown Highlands. As Sibbald noted in a letter of 1699 to Sloane, Martin had all the qualifications one could want: ‘He was borne in the Isle of Sky, was Gobernour to ye Chieffs of ye Clans in ys isles and heth yt interest and favour with them, they will doe for him what they will do for no other, yr [their] Language is his Mother Language, and he is well acquainted with yr Maners and customes and is the person here most capable to Serve the Royall Society in the accounts of what relateth to ye description of ys Isles.’ Between 1703 and 1707, Martin moved between the Highlands and London, before, in early 1708, moving to London permanently. Shortly thereafter, he became tutor to the third son of the Earl of Bradford and with his charge toured Italy before Martin relocated to the Low Countries. Martin studied at Leyden for his MD and returned to London in 1710 where, for the rest of his life, he lived and practised as a doctor. He contracted asthma in the winter of 1717. Despite a period of recovery, he died on 9th October 1718 and was buried three days later in St Martin’s-in-the-Fields in London.


This background is important. It shows Martin to have come from and moved within Gaelic elite groups themselves moving as soldiers, professional men and scholars within the upper ranks of contemporary society. These are people, Martin included, we should think of as British and European Gaels. Further, in being in Edinburgh for a decade after 1686, Martin met with men such as Sir Robert Sibbald, an important figure in Scotland’s intellectual life and someone whose contacts included a wide range of antiquarians and natural philosophers, in Scotland and beyond. In 1682, Sibbald had begun a plan to undertake and publish in two volumes a geographical description or atlas of Scotland, the first volume to cover the nation’s ancient traditions, the second Scotland’s present geography and history, including natural history. Sibbald was largely dependent for his information upon local information, chiefly from parish ministers, but also from members of Scotland’s gentry and nobility. The two-volume work was never published, but many manuscripts survive describing the geography, natural history and antiquities of parts of Scotland.


Amongst the manuscripts in Sibbald’s keeping was Donald Monro’s account of the Western Isles of Scotland, written in 1549, which lists the main features and products of most of the Hebrides, including the Isle of Man and Arran. Munro’s description should be understood as an annotated local geography, or, to give it its proper name, a chorography or regional description. Regional and antiquarian descriptions of this sort were increasingly common in Britain from the second half of the sixteenth century, as both Sibbald and Martin recognised, and it is likely that this earlier topographical enumeration by Dean Monro, together with Sibbald’s insistent organisation of his project from the early 1680s, prompted Martin’s own works. Certainly, Martin’s first work was a short manuscript ‘Description of Sky’ [Skye] for Sibbald’s project.


A probable further prompt was Martin’s need for a regular income, following the death of the young MacLeod chief in late June 1695. From August 1695, Martin travelled to Holland, perhaps to visit his brother and seek employment, and spent some time in London. There he met, amongst others, the antiquarian, natural historian and collector Hans Sloane, then Secretary of the Royal Society. It was under Sloane’s patronage that Martin undertook both a tour of Lewis in 1696, and, more importantly, his trip to St Kilda in May 1697, which was to provide the crucial basis to his 1698 Voyage. It was with Sloane’s guidance and support that Martin published his ‘Several Observations in the North Islands of Scotland’, in the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions in October 1697. Martin briefly discusses there twelve items of natural lore and the natural history of the Hebrides, ranging from the seasonality of egg-laying amongst sea birds, Highland medicinal practices, the coincidence of respiratory disorders on St Kilda with the arrival of the estate chamberlain, and the transient blindness of a Harris man who lost and regained his sight with each new moon and was known locally as the ‘Infallible Almanac’. This work was clearly based upon earlier travels in the area, not his St Kilda trip. Martin was also collecting natural products such as shells and minerals, both because they were unknown and because they might have a use value, an economic potential beyond being, simply, curious. As Charles Preston, later to be Professor of Botany at Edinburgh, noted of Martin in a letter to Hans Sloane in November 1697, Martin ‘spares no pains in Collecting things’. In a letter of September 1697 to Sloane, Martin wrote how he had by then about 100 ‘Curiosities’ from Skye for the Royal Society, ‘and near the Same number of Natural Observations’.


In one sense, we can take Martin’s own words on trust in outlining as he does the motives behind his St Kilda book. Martin sailed for St Kilda, from Harris, on 29 May 1697 at 6 o’clock in the evening. He notes in the Preface to the work that he was ‘Prompted by Description of the island by the present steward, and the products of the Island, which were brought to me, together with a Natural Impulse of Curiosity, [which] form’d such an Idea of it in my Mind, that I determined to satisfy my self with the first Occasion I had of going further’. But Martin is not here telling the whole story. For in another sense, as the above has shown, Martin was being pushed to go by others, men like Sibbald, Sloane, Preston and others keen to know about the unknown Scotland. On at least one of his voyages, he was accompanied by John Adair, the mapmaker, who, since 1681, had been mapping Scotland. The two plainly did not get on: in a letter to Sloane, Sibbald notes how Adair treated Martin ‘scurvily’. Martin’s own background, the fact that he regularly travelled between the Highlands and the Lowlands, the fact that he knew Gaelic and that people elsewhere were prepared to support his work all meant that he carried both individual capacities and general hopes and interests into the area. His books are travel books. Yet to read them properly, we must understand how, in general terms, Martin himself travelled within and between two worlds – the Gaelic world into which he was born, and that wider world to which he aspired and which provided, in so many ways, the real motivation for writing them at all.


Martin makes much of what we might call his informants’ ‘native knowledge’. It is clear, for example, notably from his discussion of ‘The Diseases Known and not Known in Skye’ (pp. 123–144 here) that plant lore is widespread and that herbs and simples, often in combination with butter or fat taken from sea birds, are used to cure wounds and treat ailments. Ingesting the wrong things could, of course, be bothersome, as Martin recounts of the Talisker man, Fergus Caird, who became ill through eating hemlock root rather than the white wild carrot. Local information – the native voice, as it were – is often accompanied by our hearing Martin’s ‘other voice’, that of the scientist-cum-traveller who knows that his audience lies beyond the Hebrides. Martin shows us his own learning – he alludes to his having read John Locke, for example, and he incorporates others’ notes in places, and makes mention of men like James Sutherland, then the Keeper of the Botanic Garden in Edinburgh – as he also places knowledge of the Hebrides on a comparable footing with knowledge of other places. In general, the picture we are given is of a society that values and understands the natural world even if, in properly scientific terms, it is not always understood why things have the effect they do. Local names are given to sea birds and, in one important sense, of course, notably on St Kilda, the locals are heavily reliant upon birds’ eggs for their food. We should not, however, see the knowledge of Hebrideans or St Kildans as some sort of intuitive and innate Gaelic ‘folk’ knowledge: it is, rather, an intimate knowledge of nature and of the local environment that comes from being dependent upon one’s natural resources.


In his 1703 Description in particular, Martin is concerned with the future condition of the Highlands and Islands as well as with the present state of life there and with past beliefs. His language and general tone is nowhere near as economistic as later commentators, but we underplay the work’s significance if we do not also recognise the concern for improvement that runs through it. Martin’s attention to the mineralogical wealth of Skye, for example, is both a description of what is there and, in outline terms, a rough catalogue of its future potential. Isolation from others – both geographically and, he hints, because of language – has meant that the natural advantages of the Hebrides’ rich fish resources have not been fully utilised. ‘The north-west isles are of all others most capable of improvement by sea and land [he writes]; yet by reason of their distance from trading towns, and because of their langauge, which is Irish [Gaelic], the inhabitants have never had any opportunity to trade at home or abroad, or to acquire mechanical arts and other science: so that they are still left to act by the force of their natural genius, and what they could learn by observation’. Neither Martin nor any of his contemporaries could possibly have foreseen, of course, the wholesale break-up of Highland life a century or so later, but his 1703 work is of all the more interest in giving us as it does an optimistic vision for a future that never was.


The greater part of these two books is taken up with the beliefs and practices of ordinary people: with diet, how many gull’s eggs were caught in a day, with the dangers of collecting eggs, with songs, customs and superstitions. The fact that this is an unlettered knowledge is not important, at least to the islanders themselves. As Martin noted, ‘The inhabitants of these islands do for the most part labour under the want of knowledge of letters and other useful arts and sciences; notwithstanding which defect, they seem to be better versed in the book of nature than many that have greater opportunities for improvement’. Nature and the natural world is being interpreted differently and we are afforded valuable insight into how people in the islands used natural portents and Nature’s rhythms to make sense of their lives. In that regard, the belief of the inhabitants of Rona off Lewis, for example, that the cuckoo is heard there only upon the death of the Earl of Seaforth or of the local minister, or the St Kildans’ belief that the cuckoo is seen only upon ‘extraordinary occasions, such as the death, or the arrival of some notable stranger’ is not a matter of humour – although Martin certainly found the latter laughable and was chastised for his reaction – but of our recognising now that natural knowledge then very closely influenced ordinary social conduct. Nowhere is this clearer than in his discussion of second sight, the place of prophecy and, loosely, fortune-telling from natural events. Martin’s account of second sight – pp. 195–216 – what he termed the ‘singular faculty of seeing an otherwise invisible object, without any previous means used by the person that sees it for that end’, should be seen as a serious piece of scientific commentary. In the ‘question and answer’ format of his enquiry, Martin is effectively conducting a conversation with contemporary natural philosophers. What is important here is not our ability to explain the phenomena, but recognition that it happens, and, crucially, that it is believed in, by Hebrideans and by others. ‘These accounts’ [Martin tells us] ‘I had from persons of as great integrity as any are in the world.’


His accounts do not easily separate, then, the natural from the social, and neither do they clearly distinguish between the facts of everyday life and the beliefs that sustain that life. His writings do not clearly conform to a strict order: neither the 1703 Description nor the 1698 Voyage can properly be termed a narrative. Yet it is just that rather hurried style, the way that Martin Martin moves from one topic to another in an almost breathless way that gives his books both an importance and an immediacy. We read things in much the jumbled way Martin collected them: as he was presented with information by locals, as he observed things for himself, as he moved between islands collecting, recording and asking what was of interest to know and why. What we should not forget, however, is for whom Martin was writing. Martin’s attention to descriptions of islands, to solan geese, his comments upon local belief in natural portents and ancient monuments like ‘Callerniss’ as he terms it, is all new and valuable knowledge for those then seeking to know about the world. To us, his texts are, as it were, both geographically limited and a window upon a largely vanished world. To his audiences in Edinburgh and London and elsewhere, Martin’s books were up-to-date scientific contributions, albeit that his emphasis upon the local and ‘curious’ meant that his reports might not always be easily understood by those who read them.


In doing these things, in describing Hebrideans’ natural knowledge and in documenting the customs by which they lived and managed their lives, Martin faced the problem of many other travellers and reporters at this time, namely, how to trust what he is told by others, and, importantly, how to get others to take seriously what is, essentially, the knowledge of ‘the vulgar sort’. Martin at one point calls them ‘the credulous vulgar’. Martin is unusual, of course, as geographical author and as Highlander in being of the culture and society he writes about. Unlike many other natural philosophers keen to establish their reputation through working in unknown lands and reporting upon them, Martin does not have to translate what he is told, although, of course, he has to for his audiences. Indeed, in order to convince distant readers of the credibility of his own narratives and, thus, of the native knowledge on which they are based, Martin has to represent Gaelic as a legitimate language through which to assess Nature and conduct geographical enquiry. Martin Martin, in short, had to establish credibility: his own, that of Highlanders themselves, and importantly, of the accounts he gives of them. It is for this reason that he writes as he does in the Preface to his 1698 St Kilda work – a book dedicated, it should be noted, to Charles Montague, then President of the Royal Society:




There is nothing related to the following Account, but what he vouches to be true, either from his own harmonious Testimony that was given him by the inhabitants; and they are a sort of People so Plain, and so little inclined to Impose upon Mankind, that perhaps no place in the World at this day, knows such Instances of true primitive Honor and Simplicity; a People who abhor lying tricks and Artifices, as they do the most poisonous Plants or devouring Animals.





In these terms, whilst Martin Martin was of the local world he writes so compellingly about, his 1698 Voyage to St Kilda and his 1703 Description of the Western Isles of Scotland were used by him as a warrant to secure acceptance in that more distant English-speaking and gentlemanly world of London’s Royal Society. Yet it is precisely because Martin took seriously questions of reliability – his own and that of his informants – that we should treat his books with a similar seriousness and with a sensitivity to their time and not read them, as did Johnson, by the standards of another age.





I


The Isle of Lewis


[image: illustration]


THE island of Lewis is so called from leog, which in the Irish language signifies water, lying on the surface of the ground; which is very proper to this island, because of the great number of freshwater lakes that abound in it. The isle of Lewis is by all strangers and seafaring men accounted the outmost tract of islands lying to the north-west of Scotland. It is divided by several narrow channels, and distinguished by several proprietors as well as by several names: by the islanders it is commonly called, the Long Island; being from south to north 100 miles in length, and from east to west from three to fourteen in breadth. It lies in the shire of Ross, and made part of the diocese of the Isles.


The isle of Lewis, properly and strictly so called, is thirty-six miles in length; viz., from the north point of Bowling-head to the south point of Hussiness in Harris; and in some places it is ten, and in others twelve miles in breadth. The air is temperately cold and moist, and for a corrective the natives use a dose of trestarig or usquebaugh. This island is for the most part healthy, especially in the middle from south to north. It is arable on the west side, for about sixteen miles on the coast; it is likewise plain and arable in several places on the east. The soil is generally sandy, excepting the heaths, which in some places are black, and in others a fine red clay; as appears by the many vessels made of it by their women; some for boiling meat, and others for preserving their ale, for which they are much better than barrels of wood. This island was reputed very fruitful in corn, until the late years of scarcity and bad seasons. The corn sown here is barley, oats, and rye; and they have also flax and hemp. The best increase is commonly from the ground manured with sea-ware: they fatten it also with soot; but it is observed the bread made of corn growing in the ground so fattened, occasions the jaundice to those that eat it. They observe likewise that corn produced in ground which was never tilled before, occasions several disorders in those who eat the bread, or drink the ale made of that corn; such as the headache and vomiting.


The natives are very industrious, and undergo a great fatigue by digging the ground with spades, and in most places they turn the ground so digged upside down, and cover it with sea-ware; and in this manner there are about 500 people employed daily for some months. This way of labouring is by them called timiy; and certainly produces a greater increase than digging or ploughing otherwise. They have little harrows with wooden teeth in the first and second rows, which break the ground; and in the third row they have rough heath, which smooths it. This light harrow is drawn by a man having a strong rope of horsehair across his breast.


Their plenty of corn was such, as disposed the natives to brew several sorts of liquors, as common usquebaugh, another called trestarig, id est, aqua vitae, three times distilled, which is strong and hot; a third sort is four times distilled, and this by the natives is called usquebaugh-baul, id est, usquebaugh, which at first taste affects all the members of the body: two spoonfulls of this last liquor is a sufficient dose; and if any man exceed this, it would presently stop his breath, and endanger his life. The trestarig and usquebaugh-baul are both made of oats.


There are several convenient bays and harbours in this island. Loch Grace and Loch Tua lying north-west, are not to be reckoned such; though vessels are forced in there sometimes by storm. Loch Stornvay lies on the east side in the middle of the island, and is eighteen miles directly south from the northernmost point of the same. It is a harbour well known by seamen. There are several places for anchoring about half a league on the south of this coast. About seven miles southward there is a good harbour, called the Birkin Isles; within the bay called Loch Colmkill, three miles further south, lies Loch Erisort, which hath an anchoring-place on the south and north: about five miles south lies Loch Seafort, having two visible rocks in the entry; the best harbour is on the south side.


About twenty-four miles south-west lies Loch Carlvay, a very capacious, though unknown harbour, being never frequented by any vessels: though the natives assure me that it is in all respects a convenient harbour for ships of the first rate. The best entrance looks north and north-west, but there is another from the west. On the south side of the island Bernera, there are small islands without the entrance, which contribute much to the security of the harbour by breaking the winds and seas that come from the great ocean. Four miles to the south on this coast is Loch Rogue, which runs in among the mountains. All the coasts and bays above mentioned, do in fair weather abound with cod, ling, herring, and all other sorts of fishes taken in the Western Islands.


Cod and ling are of a very large size, and very plentiful near Loch Carlvay; but the whales very much interrupt the fishing in this place. There is one sort of whale remarkable for its greatness, which the fishermen distinguish from all others by the name of the gallan whale; because they never see it but at the promontory of that name. I was told by the natives, that about fifteen years ago, this great whale overturned a fisher’s boat, and devoured three of the crew; the fourth man was saved by another boat which happened to be near and saw this accident. There are many whales of different sizes, that frequent the herring bays on the east side: the natives employ many boats together in pursuit of the whales, chasing them up into the bays, till they wound one of them mortally, and then it runs ashore; and they say that all the rest commonly follow the track of its blood, and run themselves also on shore in like manner by which means many of them are killed. About five years ago there were fifty young whales killed in this manner, and most of them eaten by the common people, who by experience find them to be very nourishing food. This I have been assured of by several persons, but particularly by some poor meagre people, who became plump and lusty by this food in the space of a week: they call it seapork, for so it signifies in their language. The bigger whales are more purgative than these lesser ones, but the latter are better for nourishment.


The bays afford plenty of shellfish, as clams, oysters, cockles, mussels, limpets, whelks, spout-fish; of which last there is such a prodigous quantity cast up out of the sand of Loch Tua, that their noisome smell infects the air, and makes it very unhealthful to the inhabitants, who are not able to consume them, by eating or fattening their ground with them: and this they say happens most commonly once in seven years.


The bays and coasts of this island afford great quantity of small coral, not exceeding six inches in length, and about the bigness of a goose’s quill. This abounds most in Loch Seafort, and there is coraline likewise on this coast.


There are a great many freshwater lakes in this island, which abound with trouts and eels. The common bait used for catching them is earthworms, but a handful of parboiled mussels thrown into the water attracts the trouts and eels to the place; the fittest time for catching them is when the wind blows from the south-west. There are several rivers on each side this island which afford salmons, as also black mussels, in which many times pearl is found.


The natives in the village Barvas retain an ancient custom of sending a man very early to cross Barvas river, every first day of May, to prevent any female crossing it first; for that they say would hinder the salmon from coming into the river all the year round; they pretend to have learned this from a foreign sailor, who was shipwrecked upon that coast a long time ago. This observation they maintain to be true from experience.


There are several springs and fountains of curious effects; such as that at Loch Carlvay, that never whitens linen, which hath often been tried by the inhabitants. The well at St Cowsten’s Church never boils any kind of meat, though it be kept on fire a whole day. St Andrew’s Well, in the village Shader, is by the vulgar natives made a test to know if a sick person will die of the distemper he labours under. They send one with a wooden dish to bring some of the water to the patient, and if the dish, which is then laid softly upon the surface of the water, turn round sunways, they conclude that the patient will recover of that distemper, but if otherwise, that he will die.


There are many caves on the coast of this island, in which great numbers of otters and seals do lie; there be also many land and sea-fowls, that build and hatch in them. The cave in Loch Grace hath several pieces of a hard substance in the bottom, which distil from the top of it. There are several natural and artificial forts on the coast of this island, which are called dun, from the Irish word dain, which signifies a fort. The natural forts here are Dun-owle, Duncoradil, Dun-eisten.


The castle at Stornvay village was destroyed by the English garrison, kept there by Oliver Cromwell. Some few miles to the north of Brago there is a fort composed of large stones; it is of a round form, made taperwise towards the top, and is three storeys high: the wall is double, and hath several doors and stairs, so that one may go round within the wall. There are some cairns, or heaps of stones, gathered together on heaths, and some of them at a great distance from any ground that affords stones, such as Cairnwarp, near Mournagh Hill, etc. These artificial forts are likewise built upon heaths, at a considerable distance also from stony ground. The Thrusel Stone, in the parish of Barvas, is above twenty feet high, and almost as much in breadth. There are three erected stones upon the north side of Loch Carlvay, about twelve feet high each. Several other stones are to be seen here in remote places, and some of them standing on one end. Some of the ignorant vulgar say, they were men by enchantment turned into stones; and others say, they are monuments of persons of note killed in battle.


The most remarkable stones for number, bigness, and order, that fell under my observation, were at the village of Classerniss, where there are thirty-nine stones set up six or seven feet high, and two feet in breadth each. They are placed in form of an avenue, the breadth of which is eight feet, and the distance between each stone six; and there is a stone set up in the entrance of this avenue. At the south end there is joined to this range of stone a circle of twelve stones of equal distance and height with the other thirty-nine. There is one set up in the centre of this circle, which is thirteen feet high, and shaped like the rudder of a ship: without this circle there are four stones standing to the west, at the same distance with the stones in the circle; and there are four stones set up in the same manner at the south and east sides. I enquired of the inhabitants what tradition they had from their ancestors concerning those stones; and they told me, it was a place appointed for worship in the time of heathenism, and that the chief druid or priest stood near the big stone in the centre, from whence he addressed himself to the people that surrounded him.


Upon the same coast also there is a circle of high stones standing on one end, about a quarter of a mile’s distance from those above-mentioned.


The shore in Egginess abounds with many little smooth stones prettily variegated with all sorts of colours; they are of a round form, which is probably occasioned by the tossing of the sea, which in those parts is very violent.


The cattle produced here are cows, horses, sheep, goats, hogs. These cows are little, but very fruitful, and their beef very sweet and tender. The horses are considerably less here, than in the opposite continent, yet they plough and harrow as well as bigger horses, though in the springtime they have nothing to feed upon but sea-ware. There are abundance of deer in the Chase of Oservaul, which is fifteen miles in compass, consisting in mountains, and valleys between them: this affords good pasturage for the deer, black cattle, and sheep. This forest, for so they call it, is surrounded with the sea, except about one mile upon the west side: the deer are forced to feed on sea-ware, when the snow and frost continue long, having no wood to shelter in, and so are exposed to the rigour of the season.


[image: illustration]


I saw big roots of trees at the head of Loch Erisort, and there is about a hundred young birch and hazel trees on the south-west side of Loch Stornvay, but there is no more wood in the island. There is great variety of land and sea-fowls to be seen in this and the lesser adjacent islands.


The amphibia here are seals and otters; the former are eaten by the vulgar, who find them to be as nourishing as beef and mutton.


The inhabitants of this island are well proportioned, free from any bodily imperfections, and of a good stature: the colour of their hair is commonly a light brown, or red, but few of them are black. They are a healthful and strong-bodied people, several arrive to a great age. Mr Daniel Morison, late minister of Barvas, one of my acquaintance, died lately in his eighty-sixth year.


They are generally of a sanguine constitution: this place hath not been troubled with epidemical diseases, except the smallpox, which comes but seldom, and then it sweeps away many young people. The chincough afflicts children too: the fever, diarrhoea, dysentery, and the falling down of the uvula, fevers, jaundice and stitches, and the ordinary coughs proceeding from cold are the diseases most prevalent here. The common cure used for removing fevers and pleurisies, is to let blood plentifully. For curing the diarrhoea and dysentery, they take small quantities of the kernel of the black Molucca beans, called by them crospunk; and this being ground into powder, and drunk in boiled milk, is by daily experience found to be very effectual. They likewise use a little dose of trestarig water with good success. When the cough affects them, they drink brochan plentifully, which is oatmeal and water boiled together, to which they sometimes add butter. This drink used at going to bed, disposeth one to sleep and sweat, and is very diuretic if it hath no salt in it. They use also the roots of nettles, and the roots of reeds boiled in water and add yeast to it, which provokes it to ferment; and this they find also beneficial for the cough. When the uvula falls down, they ordinarily cut it, in this manner – they take a long quill, and putting a horsehair double into it, make a noose at the end of the quill, and putting it about the lower end of the uvula, they cut off from the uvula all that is below the hair with a pair of scissors; and then the patient swallows a little bread and cheese, which cured him. This operation is not attended with the least inconvenience, and cures the distemper so that it never returns. They cure green wounds with ointment made of golden-rod, all-heal, and fresh butter. The jaundice they cure two ways – the first is by laying the patient on his face, and pretending to look upon his back bones, they presently pour a pale full of cold water on his bare back; and this proves successful. The second cure they perform by taking the tongs, and making them red hot in the fire; then pulling off the clothes from the patient’s back, he who holds the tongs gently touches the patient on the vertebrae upwards of the back, which makes him furiously run out of doors, still supposing the hot iron is on his back, until the pain be abated, which happens very speedily, and the patient recovers soon after. Donald Chuan, in a village near Bragir, in the parish of Barvas, had by accident cut his toe at the change of the moon, and it bleeds a fresh drop at every change of the moon ever since.


Anna, daughter to George, in the village of Melbost, in the parish of Ey, having been with child, and the ordinary time of her delivery being expired, the child made its passage by the fundament for some years, coming away bone after bone. She lived several years after this, but never had any more children. Some of the natives, both of the island of Lewis and Harris, who conversed with her at the time when this extraordinary thing happened, gave me this account.


The natives are generally ingenious and quick of apprehension; they have a mechanical genius, and several of both sexes have a gift of poesy, and are able to form a satire or panegyric extempore, without the assistance of any stronger liquor than water to raise their fancy. They are great lovers of music; and when I was there they gave an account of eighteen men who could play on the violin pretty well without being taught: they are still very hospitable, but the late years of scarcity brought them very low, and many of the poor people have died by famine. The inhabitants are very dexterous in the exercises of swimming, archery, vaulting, or leaping, and are very stout and able seamen; they will tug at the oar all day long upon bread and water, and a snush of tobacco.





II


Of the Inferior Adjacent Islands
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WITHOUT the mouth of Loch Carlvay lies the small island Garve; it is a high rock, about half a mile in compass, and fit only for pasturage. Not far from this lies the island Berinsay, which is a quarter of a mile in compass, naturally a strong fort, and formerly used as such, being almost inaccessible.


The island Fladda, which is of small compass, lies between Berinsay and the mainland. Within these lies the island called Bernera Minor, two miles in length, and fruitful in corn and grass. Within this island, in the middle of Loch Carlvay, lies the island Bernera Major, being four miles in length, and as much in breadth. It is fruitful also in corn and grass, and hath four villages. Alexander MackLenan, who lives in Bernera Major, told me that some years ago a very extraordinary ebb happened there, exceeding any that had been seen before or since; it happened about the vernal equinox, the sea retired so far as to discover a stone wall, the length of it being about forty yards, and in some parts about five, six or seven feet high. They suppose much more of it to be under water: it lies opposite to the west side of Lewis, to which it adjoins. He says that it is regularly built, and without all doubt the effect of human industry. The natives had no tradition about this piece of work, so that I can form no other conjecture about it, but that it has probably been erected for a defence against the sea, or for the use of fishermen, but came in time to be overflowed. Near to both Berneras lie the small islands of Kialisay, Cavay, Carvay, and Grenim.


Near to the north-west promontory of Carlvay Bay, called Galen-head, are the little islands of Pabbay, Shirem, Vacksay, Wuya, the Great and Lesser. To the north-west of Galen-head, and within six leagues of it, lie the Flannan Islands, which the seamen call north-hunters; they are but small islands, and six in number, and maintain about seventy sheep yearly. The inhabitants of the adjacent lands of the Lewis, having a right to these islands, visit them once every summer, and there make a great purchase of fowls, eggs, down, feathers, and quills. When they go to sea, they have their boat well manned, and make towards the islands with an east wind; but if before or at landing the wind turn westerly, they hoist up sail, and steer directly home again. If any of their crew is a novice, and not versed in the customs of the place, he must be instructed perfectly in all the punctilioes observed here before landing; and to prevent inconveniences that they think may ensue upon the transgression of the least nicety observed here, every novice is always joined with another, that can instruct him all the time of their fowling: so all the boat’s crew are matched in this manner. After their landing, they fasten the boat to the sides of a rock, and then fix a wooden ladder by laying a stone at the foot of it, to prevent its falling into the sea; and when they are got up into the island, all of them uncover their heads, and make a turn sunways round, thanking God for their safety. The first injunction given after landing, is not to ease nature in that place where the boat lies, for that they reckon a crime of the highest nature, and of dangerous consequence to all their crew; for they have a great regard to that very piece of rock upon which they first set their feet, after escaping the danger of the ocean.


The biggest of these islands is called Island More; it has the ruins of a chapel dedicated to St Flannan, from whom the island derives its name. When they are come within about twenty paces of the altar, they all strip themselves of their upper garments at once; and their upper clothes being laid upon a stone, which stands there on purpose for that use, all the crew pray three times before they begin fowling: the first day they say the first prayer, advancing towards the chapel upon their knees; the second prayer is said as they go round the chapel; the third is said hard by or at the chapel; and this is their morning service. Their vespers are performed with the like number of prayers. Another rule is that it is absolutely unlawful to kill a fowl with a stone, for that they reckon a great barbarity, and directly contrary to ancient custom.


It is also unlawful to kill a fowl before they ascend by the ladder. It is absolutely unlawful to call the island of St Kilda (which lies thirty leagues southward) by its proper Irish name Hirt, but only The High Country. They must not so much as once name the islands in which they are following by the ordinary name Flannan, but only The Country. There are several other things that must not be called by their common names, e.g., visk, which in the language of the natives signifies water, they call burn; a rock, which in their language is creg, must here be called cruey, i.e. ‘hard’; ‘shore’ in their language, expressed by claddach, must here be called vah, i.e. a ‘cave’; ‘sour’ in their language as expressed gort, but must be here called gaire, i.e. ‘sharp’; ‘slippery’, which is expressed bog, must be called soft; and several other things to this purpose. They account it also unlawful to kill a fowl after evening prayers. There is an ancient custom by which the crew is obliged not to carry home any sheep suet, let them kill ever so many sheep in these islands. One of their principal customs is not to steal or eat anything unknown to their partner, else the transgressor (they say) will certainly vomit it up; which they reckon as a just judgment. When they have loaded their boat sufficiently with sheep, fowls, eggs, down, fish, etc., they make the best of their way homeward. It is observed of the sheep of these islands that they are exceeding fat, and have long horns.


I had this superstitious account not only from several of the natives of the Lewis, but likewise from two who had been in the Flannan islands the preceding year. I asked one of them if he prayed at home as often, and as fervently as he did when in the Flannan Islands, and he plainly confessed to me that he did not: adding further, that these remote islands were places of inherent sanctity; and that there was none ever yet landed in them but found himself more disposed to devotion there, than anywhere else. The Island of Pigmies, or, as the natives call it, the Island of Little Men, is but of small extent. There has been many small bones dug out of the ground here, resembling those of human kind more than any other. This gave ground to a tradition which the natives have of a very low-statured people living once here, called lusbirdan, i.e., pigmies.


The island of Rona is reckoned about twenty leagues from the north-east point of Ness in Lewis, and counted but a mile in length, and about half a mile in breadth: it hath a hill in the west part, and is only visible from the Lewis in a fair summer’s day. I had an account of this little island, and the custom of it, from several natives of Lewis, who had been upon the place; but more particularly from Mr Daniel Morison, minister of Barvas, after his return from Rona island, which then belonged to him, as part of his glebe.




Upon my landing [says he] the natives received me very affectionately, and addressed me with their usual salutation to a stranger: ‘God save you, pilgrim, you are heartily welcome here; for we have had repeated apparitions of your person among us [after the manner of the second sight], and we heartily congratulate your arrival in this our remote country.’ One of the natives would needs express his high esteem for my person, by making a turn round about me sunways, and at the same time blessing me, and wishing me all happiness; but I bid him let alone that piece of homage, telling him I was sensible of his good meaning towards me: but this poor man was not a little disappointed, as were also his neighbours; for they doubted not but this ancient ceremony would have been very acceptable to me; and one of them told me, that this was a thing due to my character from them, as to their chief and patron, and they could not, nor would not fail to perform it. They conducted me to the little village where they dwell, and in the way thither there were three enclosures; and as I entered each of these, the inhabitants severally saluted me, taking me by the hand, and saying, ‘Traveller, you are welcome here.’ They went along with me to the house that they had assigned for my lodging; where there was a bundle of straw laid on the floor, for a seat for me to sit upon. After a little time was spent in general discourse, the inhabitants retired to their respective dwelling-houses; and in this interval, they killed each man a sheep, being in all five, answerable to the number of their families. The skins of the sheep were entire, and flayed off so from the neck to the tail, that they were in form like a sack. These skins being flayed off after this manner, were by the inhabitants instantly filled with barley-meal; and this they gave me by way of a present; one of their number acted as speaker for the rest saying, ‘Traveller, we are very sensible of the favour you have done us in coming so far with a design to instruct us in our way to happiness, and at the same time to venture yourself on the great ocean; pray be pleased to accept of this small present, which we humbly offer as an expression of our sincere love to you.’ This I accepted, though in a very coarse dress; but it was given with such an air of hospitality and goodwill as deserved thanks. They presented my man also with some pecks of meal, as being likewise a traveller, the boat’s crew having been in Rona before, were not reckoned strangers, and therefore there was no present given them, but their daily maintenance.





There is a chapel here dedicated to St Ronan, fenced with a stone wall round it; and they take care to keep it neat and clean, and sweep it every day. There is an altar in it, on which there lies a big plank of wood about ten feet in length; every foot has a hole in it, and in every hole a stone, to which the natives ascribe several virtues: one of them is singular as they say, for promoting speedy delivery to a woman in travail.


They repeat the Lord’s Prayer, Creed, and Ten Commandments in the chapel every Sunday morning. They have cows, sheep, barley and oats, and live a harmless life, being perfectly ignorant of most of those vices that abound in the world. They know nothing of money or gold, having no occasion for either, they neither sell nor buy, but covet no wealth, being fully content and satisfied with food and raiment; though at the same time they are very precise in the matter of property among themselves; for none of them will by any means allow his neighbour to fish within his property; and every one must exactly observe not to make any encroachment on his neighbour. They have an agreeable and hospitable temper for all strangers; they concern not themselves about the rest of mankind, except the inhabitants in the north part of Lewis. They take their surname from the colour of the sky, rainbow, and clouds. There are only five families in this small island, and every tenant hath his dwelling-house, a barn, a house where their best effects are preserved, a house for their cattle, and a porch on each side of the door to keep off the rain or snow. Their houses are built with stone, and thatched with straw, which is kept down with ropes of the same, posed with stones. They were the same habit with those in Lewis, and speak only Irish. When any of them comes to the Lewis, which is seldom, they are astonished to see so many people. They much admire greyhounds, and are mightily pleased at the sight of horses; and one of them observing a horse to neigh, asked if that horse laughed at him. A boy from Rona perceiving a colt run towards him, was so much frighted at it, that he jumped into a bush of nettles, where his whole skin became full of blisters.


Another of the natives of Rona having had the opportunity of travelling as far as Coul, in the shire of Ross, which is the seat of Sir Alexander Mackenzie, everything he saw there was surprising to him; and when he heard the noise of those who walked in the rooms above him he presently fell to the ground, thinking thereby to save his life, for he supposed that the house was coming down over his head. When Mr Morison, the minister, was in Rona, two of the natives courted a maid with intention to marry her, and being married to one of them afterwards, the other was not a little disappointed, because there was no other match for him in this island. The wind blowing fair, Mr Morison sailed directly to Lewis; but after three hours’ sailing was forced back to Rona by a contrary wind: and at his landing, the poor man that had lost his sweetheart was overjoyed, and expressed himself in these words: ‘I bless God and Ronan that you are returned again, for I hope you will now make me happy, and give me a right to enjoy the woman every other year by turns, that so we both may have issue by her.’ Mr Morison could not refrain from smiling at this unexpected request, chid the poor man for his unreasonable demand, and desired him to have patience for a year longer and he would send him a wife from Lewis, but this did not ease the poor man, who was tormented by the thoughts of dying without issue.


Another who wanted a wife, and having got a shilling from a seaman that happened to land there, went and gave this shilling to Mr Morison, to purchase him a wife in the Lewis, and send her to him, for he was told that this piece of money was a thing of extraordinary value; and his desire was gratified the ensuing year.


About fourteen years ago a swarm of rats, but none knows how, came into Rona, and in a short time ate up all the corn in the island. In a few months after, some seamen landed there, who robbed the poor people of their bull. These misfortunes, and the want of supply from Lewis for the space of a year, occasioned the death of all that ancient race of people. The steward of St Kilda being by a storm driven there, told me that he found a woman with her child on her breast, both lying dead at the side of a rock. Some years after, the minister (to whom the island belongeth) sent a new colony to this island, with suitable supplies. The following year a boat was sent by him with some more supplies, and orders to receive the rents; but the boat being lost, as it is supposed, I can give no further account of this late plantation.


The inhabitants of this little island say, that the cuckoo is never seen or heard here, but after the death of the Earl of Seaforth, or the minister.


The rock Soulisker lieth four leagues to the east of Rona; it is a quarter of a mile in circumference, and abounds with great numbers of sea-fowl, such as solan geese, guillemot, coulterneb, puffin, and several other sorts. The fowl called the colk is found here: it is less than a goose, all covered with down, and when it hatches it casts its feathers, which are of divers colours; it has a tuft on its head resembling that of a peacock, and a train longer than that of a house-cock, but the hen has not much ornament and beauty.


The island Siant, or, as the natives call it, Island More, lies to the east of Ushiness in Lewis, about a league. There are three small islands here; the two southern islands are separated only by springtides, and are two miles in circumference. Island More hath a chapel in it dedicated to the Virgin Mary, and is fruitful in corn and grass; the island joining to it on the west is only for pasturage. I saw a couple of eagles here: the natives told me that these eagles would never suffer any of their kind to live there but themselves, and that they drove away their young ones as soon as they were able to fly. And they told me likewise, that those eagles are so careful of the place of their abode, that they never yet killed any sheep or lamb in the island, though the bones of lambs, of fawns, and wildfowls, are frequently found in and about their nests; so that they make their purchase in the opposite islands, the nearest of which is a league distant. This island is very strong and inaccessible, save on one side where the ascent is narrow, and somewhat resembling a stair, but a great deal more high and steep; notwithstanding which the cows pass and repass by it safely, though one would think it uneasy for a man to climb. About a musket-shot farther north lies the biggest of the islands called More, being two miles in circumference; it is fruitful in corn and pasturage, the cows here are much fatter than any I saw in the island of Lewis. There is a blue stone in the surface of the ground here, moist while it lies there, but when dry, it becomes very hard; it is capable of any impression, and I have seen a set of tablemen made of this stone, prettily carved with different figures. There is a promontory in the north end of the island of Lewis, called Eoropy Point, which is supposed to be the farthest to north-west of any part in Europe.


These islands are divided into two parishes, one called Barvas, and the other Ey or Y; both which are parsonages, and each of them having a minister. The names of the churches in Lewis isles, and the saints to whom they were dedicated, are St Columkil, in the island of that name; St Pharaer in Kaerness, St Lennan in Sternvay, St Collum in Ey, St Cutchon in Garbost, St Aula in Grease, St Michael in Tollosta, St Collum in Garien, St Ronan in Eurobie, St Thomas in Habost, St Peter in Shanabost, St Clemen in Dell, Holy Cross Church in Galan, St Brigit in Barove, St Peter in Shiadir, St Mary in Barvas, St John Baptist in Bragar, St Marcel in Kirkibost, St Dondan in Little Berneray, St Michael in the same island, St Peter in Pabbay Island, St Christopher’s Chapel in Uge, and Stornvay Church; all these churches and chapels were, before the Reformation, sanctuaries; and if a man had committed murder, he was then secure and safe when once within their precincts.


They were in greater veneration in those days than now: it was the constant practice of the natives to kneel at first sight of the church, though at a great distance from them, and then they said their Paternoster. John Morison of Bragir told me that when he was a boy, and going to the church of St Malvay, he observed the natives to kneel and repeat the Paternoster at four miles’ distance from the church. The inhabitants of this island had an ancient custom to sacrifice to a sea god called Shony, at Hallowtide, in the manner following: The inhabitants round the island came to the church of St Malvay, having each man his provision along with him; every family furnished a peck of malt, and this was brewed into ale; one of their number was picked out to wade into the sea up to the middle, and carrying a cup of ale in his hand, standing still in that posture, cried out with a loud voice saying, ‘Shony, I give you this cup of ale, hoping that you’ll be so kind as to send us plenty of sea-ware for enriching our ground for the ensuing year’; and so threw the cup of ale into the sea. This was performed in the night-ime. At his return to land they all went to church, where there was a candle burning upon the altar, and then standing silent for a little time, one of them gave a signal, at which the candle was put out, and immediately all of them went to the fields, were they fell a-drinking their ale, and spent the remainder of the night in dancing and singing, etc.


The next morning they all returned home, being well satisfied that they had punctually observed this solemn anniversary, which they believed to be a powerful means to procure a plentiful crop. Mr Daniel and Mr Kenneth Morison, ministers in Lewis, told me they spent several years before they could persuade the vulgar natives to abandon this ridiculous piece of superstition; which is quite abolished for these thirty-two years past.


The inhabitants are all Protestants except one family, who are Roman Catholics. I was told that about fourteen years ago, three or four fishermen who then forsook the protestant communion, and embraced the Romish faith, having the opportunity of a popish priest on the place, they applied themselves to him for some of the holy water, it being usual for the priests to sprinkle it into the bays, as an infalliible means to procure plenty of herring, as also to bring them into those nets that are besprinkled with it. These fishers accordingly having got the water, poured it upon their nets before they dropped them into the sea; they likewise turned the inside of their coats outwards, after which they set their nets in the evening at the usual hour. The protestant fishers, who used no other means than throwing their nets into the sea, at the same time were unconcerned; but the papists being impatient and full of expectation, got next morning betimes to draw their nets, and being come to the place, they soon perceived that all their nets were lost; but the protestants found their nets safe, and full of herring: which was no small mortification to the priest and his proselytes, and exposed them to the derision of their neighbours.


The protestant natives observe the festivals of Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, and Michaelmas; upon this last they have an anniversary cavalcade, and then both sexes ride on horseback.


There is a village called Stornvay, at the head of the bay of that name; it consists of about sixty families; there are some houses of entertainment in it, as also a church and a school, in which Latin and English are taught. The steward of the Lewis hath his residence in this village. The Lewis, which was possessed by Macleod of Lewis for several centuries is, since the reign of King James VI, become the property of the Earl of Seaforth, who still enjoys it.





III


The Isle of Harris


[image: illustration]


THE Harris being separated from Lewis is eighteen miles, from the Hushiness on the West Ocean to Loch Seafort in the east; from this bounding to the Point of Strond in the south of Harris, it is twenty-four miles; and in some places four, five and six miles in breadth. The soil is almost the same with that of Lewis, and it produces the same sorts of corn, but a greater increase.


The air is temperately cold, and the natives endeavour to qualify it by taking a dose of aquavitae, or brandy; for they brew no such liquors as trestarig, or usquebaugh-baul. The eastern coast of Harris is generally rocky and mountainous, covered with grass and heath. The west side is for the most part arable on the seacoast; some parts of the hills on the east side are naked without earth. The soil being dry and sandy, is fruitful when manured with sea-ware. The grass on the west side is most clover and daisy which in the summer yields a most fragrant smell. Next to Loch Seafort, which for some miles divides the Lewis from Harris, is the notable harbour within the island, by seafaring men called Glass, and by the natives Scalpa; it is a mile and a half long from south to north, and a mile in breadth. There is an entrance on the south and north ends of the isle, and several good harbours in each, well known to the generality of seamen. Within the isle of Loch Tarbat, running four miles west; it hath several small isles, and is sometimes frequented by herring. Without the loch there is plenty of cod, ling, and large eels.


About half a league further on the same coast, lies Loch Stokness, which is about a mile in length: there is a freshwater lake at the entrance of the island, which affords oysters, and several sorts of fish, the sea having access to it at springtides.


About a league and a half farther south, is Loch Finisbay, an excellent, though unknown harbour, the land lies low, and hides it from the sight of seafaring men, till they come very near the coast. There are, besides this harbour, many creeks on this side, for barks and lesser boats.


Freshwater lakes abound in this island, and are well-stored with trout, eels, and salmon. Each lake has a river running from it to the sea, from whence the salmon comes about the beginning of May, and sooner if the reason be warm. The best time for angling for salmon and trout, is when a warm south-west wind blows. They use earthworms commonly for bait, but cockles attract the salmon better than any other.


There is a variety of excellent springs issuing from all the mountains of this island, but the wells on the plains near the sea are not good. There is one remarkable fountain lately discovered near Marvag houses, on the eastern coast, and has a large stone by it, which is sufficient to direct a stranger to it. The natives find by experience that it is very effectual for restoring lost appetite; all that drink of it become very soon hungry, though they have ate plentifully but an hour before: the truth of this was confirmed to me by those that were perfectly well, and also by those that were infirm; for it had the same effect on both.
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