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CHAPTER 1



Introduction


Christopher A. Whatley and Joanna Hambly


On the island of Skye, three miles or so south of the harbour village of Uig that connects Skye with the Outer Hebrides, there is a signpost to Cuidrach. A somewhat rutted, winding single-lane road leads towards the coast – and the vast expanse of Loch Snizort. Nearby, in the inlet of Poll na h-Eallaidh, a dun is visible. The final stretch of what by now is an unmetalled track heads in the direction of the squat ruins of the late sixteenth-century Caisteal Uisdein (‘Hugh’s castle’). This was built by Hugh Macdonald, unsuccessful claimant to the chiefdom of clan Macdonald, who died in a dungeon at Duntulm. On the way to the ruin, however, the sharp-eyed walker, looking to the right, will spot, lying low along the seashore, south of the point at Ard nan Eireachd, four polytunnels: three long, one shorter than the others.


These comprise the production facility of the Isle of Skye Sea Salt Company.1 The polytunnels, however, are still and quiet. The passer-by might ask what they’re doing there. Most of the time there’s nobody around. But in fact much is going on. Slowly and silently. Fresh seawater, drawn by a single pipe into the tunnels and spread thinly over the floors, is evaporating, even in the mixed weather that makes for a typical Skye summer. And after a few days salt crystals begin to form. Eventually there are enough of these to be drawn into piles of gleaming white salt and harvested. Then packed, and sold, either in the Company’s own small drums of salt in delicatessens or, in larger quantities, to season butter or add a unique touch to fudge and ice cream.


This is a twenty-first-century venture – the first of the country’s modern salt-making operations, established by Chris and Meena Watts not much more than a decade ago – and is the subject of Chapter 14. It is not the first time that an attempt has been made to manufacture salt on Skye. A Magnus Prince, about whom we know little, seems to have tried to do so in the early eighteenth century, in an unknown location on the Sleat peninsula in the south of Skye. To date, no firm paper evidence, nor archaeological traces that would suggest salt was actually made, have been found. But apart from the Cuidrach enterprise, this is the only example of salt manufacturing on Skye at scale and is likely to have been short-lived, if indeed production ever got under way. There have, however, been some successful Hebridean salt-making undertakings in the past. The island of Islay, also on Scotland’s Atlantic coast but south of Skye, is renowned nowadays for its whisky distilleries. Yet marine salt was being manufactured there from the later seventeenth century, and the island has very recently seen the establishment of two new salt-making companies. Salt was also made on clan Campbell lands on the Kintyre peninsula, although output was sporadic. Other places in Scotland where there has been a revival of salt making include Blackthorn Salt in Ayr, located appropriately in Saltpans Road, and, from December 2021, at St Monans in Fife under the auspices of the East Neuk Salt Company, run by Darren and Mhairi Peattie. The Watts’ pioneering enterprise on Skye, which relies on solar evaporation, has influenced other sea salt makers as far distant as Nova Scotia (OK Sea Salt) and New Zealand (Opito Bay Salt Co.).
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Figure 1.1 Principal salt-manufacturing sites mentioned in the text. Drawn by John Pickin.


Ayr and St Monans have histories of salt making going back centuries and are the subject of Chapters 13 and 9 respectively in this book. In Chapter 13, Whirly Marshall gives an account of the development of Blackthorn Salt – an enterprise inspired by a method of making salt from mainland Europe, using thorn-towers to concentrate the brine and save precious fuel in the heating and crystallisation stage. Chapter 9 is an overview by Colin and Paula Martin and Robin Murdoch of what is arguably the most complete former salt-manufacturing site in Scotland, at St Monans. Nearby were pans at one time the property of, and operated by, feuars of Pittenweem Priory – the subject of Chapter 8, a meticulous study by R. Anthony Lodge using charters, maps and landscape features. Lodge’s focus is the sixteenth century, a period in the history of the Scottish salt industry about which relatively little is known. Although both the contemporary works at Ayr and in St Monans use techniques to manufacture salt that differ from those in the past, the raw material – seawater – remains the same. Recent community projects in the former salt-making places of Cockenzie and Brora have sought to better understand traditional methods of salt manufacture through an experimental approach based on William Brownrigg’s seminal The Art of Making Common Salt, first published in 1748. These are documented in Chapter 12 by Gary Donaldson, Jacqueline Aitken and Penny Paterson. Ed Bethune and his colleagues at Cockenzie in the 1722 Waggonway Heritage Group pioneered this experimental approach by making a small-scale replica pan in the garden at Cockenzie House. The other results of their ambitious and hugely fruitful search for what remains of the Tranent to Cockenzie waggonway – the first in Scotland – and the saltpans it was partly built to serve (with coal) are documented in Chapter 11.


The process of making usable salt in Scotland began at least 1,000 or so years prior to the industry’s current resurgence. Indeed, we can say with some certainty that salt making in Scotland had a presence by the eleventh century. (More is said about this in Richard Oram’s contribution to Chapter 2.) But that is unlikely to have been the beginning. Elsewhere in Europe as well as in England, salt had been manufactured thousands of years earlier. Salt-making sites south of the border have been identified from the Bronze and Iron Ages, and recently claims have been made for a Neolithic saltern at Loftus in the north-east of England.2 It is entirely plausible that similar activity took place in Scotland, but as yet no evidence for this has been uncovered.


In the eleventh century the status of salt was at an all-time high, with saltpans in Scotland (as elsewhere in Europe where salt was made) the property of monarchs – King David I and William the Lion, to name but two of Scotland’s. There was even a ‘Master of the Royal Saltworks’ in the thirteenth century.3 Royal owners in turn made grants of their pans to several of the country’s monastic houses, such as Dunfermline and Newbattle Abbeys and Pittenweem Priory. After the Reformation most saltworks became the property of the nation’s landed elite and lairds, while smaller single-pan operations were sometimes taken over by burgh burgesses or those of similarly high rank who saw ownership of a saltpan or pans as an attractive business proposition. And this is what they were, as is tellingly illustrated in Chapter 10 by Charles Wemyss, for the Wemyss estate.


During the industry’s heyday, from the sixteenth to the early nineteenth centuries, most salt in Scotland was made in large iron pans that could be 14ft long and 7ft broad, and 18in deep, although dimensions could vary and the pans became bigger in the early nineteenth century. In the mid 1760s Dr John Roebuck had experimented – unsuccessfully – with a pan of 55ft × 32ft at his works at Corbyhall, Bo’ness.4 The pans were heated from below, supported above fires and later furnaces located in enclosed stone-built buildings called panhouses.5 Seawater was stored in rock-cut reservoirs and then conveyed up into storage containers outside the pans, first by hand buckets and later by means of wands and buckets. By the end of the eighteenth century much less labour-intensive ‘force’ or even windmill-driven pumps, as at St Monans, were being used, although not universally. Whichever means was used, the water when raised was then run by gravity into the pans as required. The water was evaporated by the heat from fires, and later furnaces, set below the pans, fuelled by coal or, much less often, peat. The process was lengthy – it took around 24 hours to make a ‘full’ (pan) of salt.
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Figure 1.2 The Isle of Skye Sea Salt Company production facility.


Visually a saltworks a couple of centuries or more ago would have looked radically different, above all because the stone-built panhouses with their steeply pitched thatched or pantiled roofs constantly belched forth great clouds of smoke and steam. Visitors were struck and even appalled by the denseness of the discharges from the works – the smoke did visible damage to the surrounding flora and fauna, one of the earliest instances in Scotland of environmental degradation. Salt making nowadays is a clean operation. Both aurally and visually, there were other contrasts. Old-style salt making was an exceptionally laborious business, requiring workers to be present for many hours. Something of what was involved is described in Chapters 3 and 12. The pans had to be refilled three or four times, depending on the salinity of the seawater, and the water in them stirred and scraped clean of impurities which congealed into a messy scum on the surface, drawn by ox-blood and other coagulants that the salters threw onto the boiling water. The fires too had to be continuously stoked at a steady pace. The salt was drawn once a full pan was made. The salt was then drained and carried in salt ‘pocks’ (or sacks), often by women, to the nearby salt stores, known as girnels. In these it would be stored until purchased, the older the better, as newly made salt lost weight in the weeks after its manufacture. Canny fish merchants insisted that only the ‘oldest salt’ was acceptable, given that they could lose money if they bought a certain quantity at the Forthside pans but found after a voyage to, say, Peterhead, the weight delivered was considerably less.6 But there were similarities with today’s producers. Remarkable then as now is how few workers the salt-making process employed. A single pan in the eighteenth century might require the services of only three people directly – the master salter, his or her assistant, and a labourer who could be the panmaster’s wife or older child. On the other hand, also present would have been a small army of tradesmen – masons, smiths and others – who made frequent repairs to the panhouses, the pans, the salters’ houses and other associated structures. This is elaborated upon in Chapters 3 and 4, the latter a survey of what recent archaeological investigations have revealed about Scotland’s salt industry.


The removal of salt taxes in 1825 might have sounded the death knell of the industry in Scotland. But closures were not immediate and not everywhere. It was the peripheral works that went to the wall first. On the Firth of Forth – always the main centre of production, largely because of the ready availability of coal – many long-established works survived. Grangepans, for example, carried on until 1889, blending denser Cheshire rock salt with seawater. This imported salt, dissolved in seawater, greatly strengthened the brine and reduced evaporation costs, cutting the number of boilings required from three or four to one.7 It also made for an excellent cooking salt.8 Nor had the trade entirely disappeared by the turn of the twentieth century. Indeed it was said of Prestonpans in 1902 that while there were only two pans, ‘owing to their size and capability’ they were ‘equal to at least four of the old times’.9 In July 1903 the Scottish Salt Company at the centuries-old Pinkie Pans in Musselburgh advertised for a young man who ‘wanted to learn salt-making’.10 The longest survivor was Prestonpans – known into the sixteenth century as Salt Preston or Prieston, which referenced the town’s medieval origins as a place where monks once operated the saltpans. Production there carried on until the 1950s.


The big picture: Scotland’s salt in context


Marine salt manufacturing is Scotland’s oldest mass-production industry. As the first manufacturing process specifically designed around coal, it was an industry that foreshadowed the later coal-fuelled industrialisation process in Britain.11 Scottish sea salt is now a commodity generally aimed at the higher end of the market, but it was once ubiquitous. Scots, like human beings across much of the globe, needed salt. Salt, and therefore the ability to preserve food, provided one of the foundations of settled civilisations. With it, otherwise bland baked and boiled foodstuffs could be seasoned. For Scots this was a blessing, especially during periods when the diets of most ordinary people were based heavily on grains – mainly oats and oatmeal. These had been the staff of life for the very poor for centuries, but from the later sixteenth century this became true for the population at large, with 70% or more of their nutrition being derived from farinaceous foods, which meant several bowls of porridge or brose daily.12 Salt was the main condiment, with the typical household at the turn of the eighteenth century consuming at least two pecks (or roughly 32 pints) annually (Plate 1). Sir John Clerk remarked that ‘for the poor it [salt] is often a food in itself, which they can no more live without than bread’.13 It is little wonder that in his oft-quoted speech late in 1706, directed against the proposed union of the English and Scottish Parliaments, Lord Belhaven – at this point in his opportunistic political career proclaiming his Scottish patriotism – conjured up the melancholy image of Scots, ‘an obscure, poor people’, eating ‘saltless pottage’. This was the grim consequence, he argued, that would follow the imposition of English salt taxes, one of the prospects of incorporation that caused him at the conclusion of his speech to break down in tears.14 The other great benefit of salt was that meat and fish, and some dairy products, could be preserved. Food producers could earn money from the selling of preserved produce, and householders could salt down a cow or pig to make survival during the colder, less propitious seasons more comfortable. Cattle, too, were fed salt, while craftsmen such as tanners made use of salt to treat hides and it served as a flux for glassmakers and a glaze for potters.


In a less utilitarian manner, salt in Scotland, as well as in other parts of the world, has assumed a powerful symbolic meaning – as a mark of friendship, or as a foil against evil spirits. Looking back to the earlier years of the nineteenth century, the Reverend James Napier in 1879 reported how a bridesmaid on the evening prior to the bride’s marriage would sprinkle salt on the floor of what was to be the married couple’s home: protection against the evil eye. When visiting a friend or neighbour with a new baby for the first time it was incumbent on the visited person to place a little salt in the baby’s mouth. In the north-east around the same time the Reverend Walter Gregor noted that on the breast of a recently deceased individual would be placed a plate with a little salt, ‘to keep the evil spirits away, because they could not come near Christ’s savour of the earth’, although the same practice in Orkney was followed for a more pragmatic reason: to prevent swelling.15


Salt taxes


Because salt was so widely used – necessarily purchased directly from the saltworks, in marketplaces (often, like Glasgow’s Saltmarket, specifically designated for this purpose), or from mobile sellers (carriers or ‘cadgers’) – from earliest times monarchs, heads of states, and governments recognised its potential as a source of revenue. Salt taxes were universal. But as they were a tax on what was an essential commodity, those upon whom they weighed most heavily – the poor and other ordinary people – resented them. This was the case in France, where the gabelle was first imposed in the fourteenth century. It is well known that the gabelle was so detested at the time of the French Revolution that the National Assembly abolished it, although it was reintroduced in a less onerous form by Napoleon in 1806. Less well appreciated is that from the sixteenth century onwards the salt tax was a conflict-inducing issue for both the state and the third estate – the people – although nobles and priests were involved in some of the violent protests against it. The level of taxation rose continuously in those regions where it was payable, so that the price paid by consumers was many times the wholesale cost. The collectors were hated and smuggling was widespread, with smugglers – of which there were many thousands – subject to imprisonment, condemned to the galleys, banished to France’s overseas possessions, and even executed.16


In Scotland too salt tax evasion was commonplace, as was smuggling, especially in some parts of the country. Indeed, during the eighteenth century and beyond there were said to be districts where hardly anyone bought Scottish salt, and when they did it was without paying tax. Much preferred was the cleaner rock variety from Cheshire, discovered later in the seventeenth century. This was shipped from Liverpool for Ireland. Duty free at this stage, it was then taken on board by Scottish masters, purportedly destined for Norway, but instead was ‘run in upon the West & North coasts of Scotland’ to counties such as Ross, Inverness, Cromarty and Moray, where there were fewer customs and excise officers scattered over a long coastline than in the south.17 The south-west coast of Dumfries and Galloway was also a favoured location for landing smuggled goods, including salt. Also highly desirable was Bay salt, which originated in France’s Bay of Bourgneuf, before being superseded by salt made in the warmer, sunnier climes of Spain and Portugal. Salt from these parts was generally considered superior to the Scottish-made article, a much better preservative of items such as fish, an important Scottish export. After 1707 Bay salt was taxed at a lower rate in Scotland than in England, but had to be locked in cellars and only released after the merchant importer had provided security that the duty would be paid by a certain date.


Accordingly, and more often than was comfortable, customs, excise and salt officers in Scotland in the eighteenth century found themselves overwhelmed by smuggling gangs and were often at a loss when attempting to combat widespread popularly supported tax evasion. Before the Union of 1707 the tax take in Scotland had been low, and collection lax.18 Post-1707, however, London governments were determined that the Scots too should contribute to the costs of running Britain’s expansive fiscal-military state. Its tentacles, in the form of newly appointed state officials – revenue officers – stretched into the cooking-pots of Scotland’s humblest households.


But a distinction must be made between tax rates and the hopes of the exchequer, and the amount of tax collected.19 Taxes on home-produced salt were such that ingenious ways were found by salt proprietors, their grieves or managers, the saltworkers, merchants and others involved, to avoid paying them. This is discussed further in Chapter 3, which also attempts to bring to life something of the everyday lives of the salt workers – often classified as a ‘species of slave’, along with the country’s colliers, until legislation brought this practice to an end in the late eighteenth century. The salt officers – state employees responsible for gathering the salt tax, about whose tribulations little has been written – also merit attention.


Salt protests


Overseas, opposition to salt taxes had the potential to change the course of history. In India almost 60,000 people were arrested after the so-called Salt March, also known as the Dandi March, led in 1930 by Mahatma Gandhi in protest against the salt tax, which he described as ‘the most inhuman poll tax that ingenuity of man can devise’. His aim was to defy the British government’s Salt Act of 1882, which had given Britain a monopoly over the sale of salt. Gandhi’s example sparked a vast nonviolent protest across India – one of the most important events that led to Indian independence in 1947.20 Much earlier, papal demands in 1539 that the Italian city of Perugia pay a higher rate of salt tax than Pope Paul III had imposed on this and other papal states resulted in mass protest, the socalled Salt War of 1540.21 The Roman response was swift, brutal and long-lasting in the form of a massive fortress: the Rocca Paolina, which became a despised symbol of papal control and lost municipal liberty. While it is almost certainly a myth, tradition has it that from 1540 onwards as a means of evading the tax the city’s citizens made and ate saltless bread – pane sciapo.22


Nothing on this scale happened in Scotland, although there were occasions when the nation’s politicians appear to have recognised the dangers of applying unacceptably high salt taxes. On the eve of the 1707 union, the earl of Cromarty warned against an ‘imposition’ on domestic salt. This, he argued, would be a grievous burden for the nation’s labouring people to bear. An even lighter salt tax than the one being mooted had been imposed during the reign of Charles II, which ‘raised Tumults through many parts of the Nation’. Worse, as the poor were unable to pay but couldn’t live without salt, thousands of them from inland areas had walked to the coast and collected seawater. Although Cromarty was almost certainly exaggerating when he claimed that this had killed 40,000 people ‘with Fluxes’, his suggestion that the memory of something like this ‘doth enrage the whole nation’ is borne out by other evidence of opposition to new salt taxes.23


The politics and vested interests, trials and tribulations of the Scottish salt industry


Following further petitioning, pamphleteering and speeches in the Scottish Parliament, from the time of the Union the rate of tax on salt in Scotland, as with malt and other commodities, was lighter than it might otherwise have been, in recognition of lower income levels.24 From 1707 until 1798 the ‘sacred ratio’ (3:10) of low Scottish to high English duties was maintained; to breach this, it was long argued, would be a betrayal of the Union itself.25 Indeed Scottish-made salt for domestic purposes had been tax free, or taxed lightly, for most of the period from the Restoration in 1660. Clearly this was a benefit for consumers. But the case for exemption had been made too by the proprietors of saltworks, acutely aware of how dependent the viability of their coal mines was on the demand there was for small or pancoal from the saltworks. This was otherwise difficult to sell, and in many pits, if not brought out, was liable to spontaneous combustion and destructive underground fires. As is made clear in Chapter 10, in part a study of the economics of salt making at Wemyss in Fife – and contrary to what has long been assumed – salt rather than coal was the major revenue generator for those coal-owning estate proprietors who were able to build shoreside saltpans.


Protection of the home market for salt – effectively a monopoly which owners of saltworks held onto from 1661 until 1823 – was therefore critical, at least until the later eighteenth century when rising demand for coal, including the small coal that was burnt in the saltworks, raised its price and increased the profitability of collieries. There is irony here in the saltmasters’ concern for the home market. On several occasions in the sixteenth century, steps had to be taken by the government to ban exports of salt and persuade the saltmasters of their duty to supply the ‘lieges’ at affordable prices. Much later on, in the 1770s, the country’s salt producers acted in concert to protect their own interests at the expense of the domestic consumer. In 1773, when it became obvious that a boom in demand had led to an increase in production capacity and the likelihood that the selling price of salt would fall, a body called the Proprietors of Salt Works on the Firth of Forth, or the Salt Association, was formed. Led by William Wilson, salt factor of the Wemyss estate, and figures such as Dr John Roebuck at Bo’ness, the society’s aim was to maintain high prices by imposing output quotas on member producers. Surplus salt was to be exported, used for fish curing or shipped to Galloway, anywhere but to the captive consumers in the Borders, Edinburgh and the Lothians, across to Glasgow and up the country’s east coast.26 By and large, Salt Association members benefited from the protected home market. They managed to establish stable regional markets, with most salt from Bo’ness, for example, being sent westwards to Glasgow, Paisley and Dumfries. Occasionally such local monopolies could be threatened, however, as new works sprang up; this is discussed in Chapter 2, which offers an outline history of the industry in Scotland from its documented beginnings until the 1950s.


But in the immediate post-1707 decades there was another consideration for government: resentment about tax levels was one of the factors that propelled Lowlanders into the arms of the Jacobites.27 Sullen acceptance rather than overt rebelliousness was the overwhelming response to the high price of salt later in the century. Having said this, there is more than a hint of collective popular resentment about the tax in the words of a song-like petition aimed at the prime minister, Robert Walpole, that was evidently to be heard in 1732:




Good Robert King Wee humblie pray


Since you would tax our Salt


So Grant us once one Holy Day


And take it off our malt


But be with us poor Lads Sincere


And Since its but one Shilling


Don’t make it three another year


As some folks think you’re willing28





Pleas about shortages from the Hebrides were ubiquitous. On the Orkney island of Eday, where from the seventeenth century there had been saltpans, so prohibitive was the price of legally bought, locally made salt that cottars had resorted to making impure but usable salt in ‘small vessels’, which they then bartered with their neighbours ‘for meal and other commodities’.29


To the south, in the Wigtown parish of Mochrum, for example, the Reverend John Steven, who compiled the Old Statistical Account, reported that fishermen there ‘never’ cured or salted the fish, other than those used for their own families.30 A more general complaint was that unless the tax on salt they were permitted to use (presumably locally made, and ‘so impure as to be unfit for salting either Beef or Butter’) was reduced, Galloway would not be able to exploit the advantage it had in the quality of the county’s beef cattle. Certainly it appears that salt was in short supply there, and the price was undoubtedly high: 2s a stone, sufficient reward it would seem for the smugglers who brought in salt from Ireland and the Isle of Man.31 The problem for the south-west was the distance from the country’s major salt-manufacturing locations, the south bank of the Forth estuary and across to Fife. This is where some 90% of Scotland’s salt was made in the eighteenth century, while Dumfries and Galloway accounted for less than 1%.32 Efforts therefore were made to manufacture salt locally, but in Stoneykirk parish at least, the proprietors of two such works, at Ardwell and Chapel Rosen, had failed, probably during the 1770s, unable to compete with the smuggled article.33 The remaining evidence of numerous peat-fired, small-scale, part-time and mainly short-lived salt-manufacturing operations in the south-west is documented and presented by Nic Coombey and John Pickin in Chapter 7. Another saltworks that had a short life was in Portsoy on the Moray coast, in an area that experienced a surge of salt-making activity from 1793 when the much-resented tax on coastwise movements of coal was removed. The Portsoy venture is the subject of Chapter 6 by John Blair. Other works were set going at this time at Dundee, Montrose, Usan, Nigg and Peterhead – although, given the short-lived nature of these ventures, it is possible that yet more were unrecorded.


Historically, salt has been the cause of conflict between nations. The history of the Americas, it has been argued, is ‘one of constant warfare over salt . . . [and this] continued to be the reality until after the American Civil War’.34 Salt could be weaponised, used as a means of bringing a nation, region or town (such as Perugia) to its knees. Of most relevance to Scotland was the eight-decades-long conflict between the Low Countries and Spain, as the former strove to become independent of the Spanish empire. The struggle commenced around 1568 and became more intense from 1621, when the Spaniards engaged in economic warfare which included efforts at sea to disrupt Dutch merchant shipping. Dutch–Iberian trade was slashed, as too were imports to the Netherlands of prized Bay salt from Spain and Portugal. This opened the door for Scots and other manufacturers of marine salt, as on Tyneside, heralding a golden age for the Scottish salt industry and unprecedented investment in new works. It was at this time that Sir George Bruce expanded his salt-manufacturing empire to some 44 pans, making it the largest in Scotland.35 The industry’s long history is marked by instances of opportunism and high hopes which not unusually crashed to earth as market conditions changed or because of some other unseen difficulty, usually coal supply. Consequently saltworks, or individual panhouses, would operate for a while and then become, in contemporary parlance, ‘silent’ before being restarted again at some point in the future. A good example, the focus of Chapter 5, is Brora in Sutherland, north-east Scotland, where at least three short-lived attempts were made to establish a viable salt business. The first of these was at the turn of the sixteenth century, initiated by Jean Gordon, countess of Sutherland.36 Another stab at salt making was made in 1767, a third in 1814.


But there were many other overly optimistic ventures – or proposals – all over Scotland before and after this. Typical was a Major Robertson’s suggestion to the duke of Hamilton in 1723 that, with three more colliers on the island of Arran in the Firth of Clyde, he could supply coal ‘for many generations’ to six saltpans. Although the fortunes of a single pan at the Cock of Arran had fluctuated since its erection in 1710, Robertson wanted more to be built, including at Lamlash.37 His advice was ignored and by mid-century salt making on Arran had ceased permanently, leaving behind what was, until it was destroyed by fierce weather some time in the 1980s, the finest upstanding example of a seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century saltpan house in the country.38 In many locations salt manufacturing was a precarious business, subject to an array of challenges. At the macro level these include the disappearance of markets overseas and the scale of smuggling in particular localities. Locally, common threats were interruptions to or even the drying up of the coal supply, and fierce gales that could tear down the shoreside panhouses. Less damaging but certainly frustrating was heavy rain running into rivers – termed ‘freshes’ or ‘speats’ – that diluted the saline content of the seawater. At the dukes of Hamilton’s pans at Bo’ness in the 1760s this was reckoned to lose eight weeks’ production time each year.39 Despite the high quality of Bo’ness salt, the pans’ proximity to this freshwater source not only reduced their profitability, as more coal was required to turn out a full pan of salt, but was also one of the factors that led to the winding down of the ducal works in 1811, as we will see in Chapter 2.40


But such was the strategic importance of salt for Scots in the early modern era that on at least one occasion the military acted directly in support of the industry – albeit conflating this with the cause of the Covenant. In 1644, as the War of the Three Kingdoms raged, a Scottish army marched south to join with England’s parliamentary forces against the royalist supporters of King Charles I. An English source complained that the Scots ‘possest themselves of Newcastle, possest divers of ye salt workers and their salt pans, by reason of their Loyalty to his Majestie, and pulled down and destroyd many of these, pretending them to belong to popish and malignant owners to the ruin of divers families, to ye end yt they might therby lessen ye Trade of Salt in England, and augment that of Scotland’. Whether by design or accident, the result was that for some years Scottish saltworks proprietors – with lower costs and tariff-free trade during the first years of the Cromwellian union – were able to export salt into England and for a few years ‘ruin’ the Tyneside industry.41 Or so the complaint went; more likely was that Scottish salt, which was cheaper to make owing to lower labour costs, made inroads into Newcastle’s markets during the Cromwellian union when it was also tariff-free, but without doing fatal damage.42



Searching for a forgotten industry



Despite the importance of salt to the Scots, and indeed to the inhabitants of northern Europe who at various times in the early modern era imported and consumed Scottish-made salt, there is not a single reference to Scotland’s salt industry in Mark Kurlansky’s monumental Salt: A World History, first published in 2002.


Scotland, it appears, was not of this world. To be fair, Scottish salt would have accounted for a small proportion of what was made globally. And until recently, relatively little serious research has been devoted to the Scottish salt industry or to the place of salt in Scottish social and political history. It was only in 1965 that a first, short, academic article on the subject appeared.43 It was not until the 1980s that the first book-length study and a series of articles (written by one of the editors and contributors to this volume) became available, and the furrow then ploughed was a lonely one. More recently – like the industry itself – interest in the history of Scottish salt making has deepened and widened. Much of this new endeavour has been carried out by archaeologists, often alongside local historians both amateur and professional.44 The results of their work have been quite remarkable and are outlined in Chapter 4. The most notable are Brora and Cockenzie. Joanna Hambly, Malcolm Bangor-Jones and Jacqueline Aitken use written sources and archaeological evidence to tell the story of Brora’s three attempts at salt manufacture in Chapter 5. Ed Bethune, Gareth Jones, Alan Braby, Gary Donaldson and Aaron Allen have worked tirelessly to uncover and record the remains of industrial activity in Cockenzie and Tranent served by Scotland’s earliest waggonway, which they present in Chapter 11. Just how much original work had been done became apparent in October 2021 at a Scottish Salt Symposium held in Brora; this book is in part a collection of chapters developed from the papers presented there, along with additional contributions.


The first part of this book (Chapters 1–4) tells the story of the salt industry in Scotland as understood by historians and archaeologists. Included too is a chapter on the people employed at and around the saltworks: primarily the salters, as well as the state officials – the unwelcome salt officers – whose job it was to ensure that salt taxes were collected.


In the second part of this book (Chapters 5–14), researchers from many walks of life tell the stories of the people and places of historical salt manufacture. Present-day salt producers and experimenters describe how they have reinvented the salt-making tradition in contemporary Scotland. Never has this venerable industry been examined in such detail. Most of these investigations were inspired by their authors’ interest in local heritage. Somewhat different in its provenance, however, is Chapter 6: John Blair’s discovery that one of his ancestors was a salt worker has taken him on a personal journey, culminating in his recreation of a little-known salt-manufacturing operation in Portsoy. There is, too, Charles Wemyss’s account of the operation of the saltworks at Wemyss in Fife. This was initially inspired by a remarkable, unique and illuminating painting of Wemyss Castle and estate that foregrounds the estate’s colliery and saltworks, thereby emphasising their importance for the estate prior to the time the painting was executed, in 1718. From the seventeenth century and throughout the following century, output and sales from the earls of Wemyss’s salt-making complexes at Methil and Wemyss far outstripped those of any other saltworks in Fife and was second only to Prestonpans as the country’s main salt producer.45


Between them, these contributions shed new light on salt making. Their findings deepen our understanding of the researchers’ local landscapes, and place on public record the importance of salt making to these. In this way Scotland’s long connection with the salt industry and its trade is being reestablished. Some traces still survive, even if their meaning is not always fully appreciated. Place names such as Saltcoats, Prestonpans and Westpans (near Musselburgh) are some of the more obvious, but even a cursory study of Scotland’s coastline using Ordnance Survey (OS) maps reveals many more in the shape of saltpan bays – as at Galdenoch near Leswalt in Rhins of Galloway, or Saltpan Point on Islay, and similar descriptors. The names of salters’ ways and roads, such as Salters Road in Dalkeith, provide echoes of times past when smugglers and salt-carriers brought salt from the coast into inland towns and villages.


It is to be hoped that readers of this volume will afterwards appreciate better the place of salt in Scotland’s history, as a manufactured commodity and in regard to its political and social significance in the past, both nationally and in certain localities. Well worth recognising too are those entrepreneurs behind the industry’s recent revival, who have been conscious of the value of heritage in building business futures with a foothold in the past. But above all this is a book built on the diverse contributions of many individuals, working on their own, in societies or as communities. It is testimony to the power and potential of local history.





CHAPTER 2



A Brief History of Scottish Salt from the Eleventh Century to the Late Twentieth Century


Richard Oram and Christopher A. Whatley


The earliest known surviving documentary reference to a salt-making site in Scotland is a frustratingly terse statement found among a series of Latin notitiae of eleventh-century grants made by Scottish kings to the monastic community of Céli Dé, located on St Serf’s Island in Loch Leven. The note records that ‘Malcolmus Rex filius Duncani concessit eis salinagium quod Scotice dicitur Chonnane’ (King Malcolm son of Duncan (Malcolm III) granted to them the saltworks which in Scots (Gaelic) is called ‘Chonnane’).1 It provides us with neither a firm date for when the award was made – although the attribution to King Mael Coluim (r. 1057–93) alone, rather than to both the king and his second wife, St Margaret, points to some time probably in the 1060s – nor where ‘Chonnane’ was located. None of the monastery’s other lands lay near the Firth of Forth, where a saltwork is most likely to have been located, and there is no evidence for its existence in the records of the Augustinian priory cell that replaced the Céli Dé community in the 1150s. All we can say with confidence is that salt production was already established on the south coast of Fife by the third quarter of the eleventh century, but we have no evidence for how long such operations had been functioning before that time. There is a veritable explosion of data for a well-established industry from the second quarter of the twelfth century onwards. This material has been discussed in detail elsewhere and will not be re-examined here beyond some key points.2 Other than a summary of the wider Scottish salt industry, the emphasis in the following section will instead be on a new examination of the evidence for the existence of salt production in the Middle Ages in the land flanking the Moray Firth.


Overview of the Firth of Forth


It is clear that salt production was already being conducted at scale on the shores of the inner reaches of the Firth of Forth west of Inverkeithing, and was probably associated with the by then well-established complex of royal and aristocratic lay estates in the region. Certainly King Mael Coluim’s later eleventh-century grant to St Serf’s was of an already functioning saltworks from his own property portfolio. The household of that king’s youngest son, King David I (r. 1124–53) was in receipt of salt delivered ‘for the king’s use’ at Dunfermline c.1128,3 possibly from the pans at Inverkeithing, whose saltmaster tried to prevent his great-great-grandson King Alexander III (r. 1249–86) from riding on towards Kinghorn in the storm and darkness in March 1286.4 Already by the first half of David I’s reign, however, it is clear from the surviving documentary records that what was probably the main production centre seems to have been located on the estuarine flats of the Forth carselands, downstream east from Stirling on both sides of the river.
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