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Introduction


The primary purpose of this book is to provide an account of the potato famine in the Scottish Highlands in the middle decades of the nineteenth century through a consideration of its origin, nature and effects. This was the last great subsistence crisis on the British mainland and potentially the most devastating to affect any region of Scotland since the notorious Lean Years of the 1690s. Events in the Highlands at the time also suggest interesting parallels and contrasts with the Great Famine in Ireland. Yet the Highland famine has not thus far attracted much systematic attention from historians, and even its existence is not widely known outside the relatively small number of those with a serious interest in the Scottish past.1 This may be partly because the crisis in the Highlands did not have the same horrendous impact on death rates as the much greater catastrophe in Ireland. Some might even argue that the absence of a major crisis in mortality suggests that the emergency in the Highlands does not deserve the description of ‘famine’. There are, for instance, social scientists who assert that only excess mortality defines the existence of such a crisis.2 But this is probably too narrow a view and is only one of several definitions to be found in the modern literature on famine.3


The term ‘Highland Famine’ can be justified on at least three counts. First, for almost a decade between 1846 and 1855 the potato, the main subsistence crop of the population of the Western Highlands and Islands, failed in whole or in part and threatened a large number of the region’s inhabitants with both malnutrition, severe destitution and the killer diseases associated with these conditions. Second, massive external assistance was required to reduce the real danger posed to the lives of many thousands of people. Third, the subsistence crisis had a fundamental impact on such crucial social indicators as birth, marriage, emigration and migration. The famine caused a huge exodus from the stricken region on a quite unprecedented scale. The Highland Famine did not directly cause the deaths of many people, except in 1846 and 1847, but it had momentous demographic consequences for the inhabitants of the north of Scotland.


The aim of this study, however, is not confined to a straightforward historical assessment of the potato famine itself. It also seeks to bridge some of the gaps in current literature on the nineteenth-century Highlands which exist in the periods covered by Malcolm Gray’s Highland Economy (1957) and James Hunter’s Making of the Crofting Community (1976). Gray’s volume is restricted to the decades before c. 1840. The main thrust of Hunter’s book is towards the last quarter of the nineteenth century, though he also surveys earlier periods. The middle decades, some of the most crucial in the society’s development, have not hitherto been explored in any depth.


The book also devotes considerable attention to emigration and migration and seeks to make a contribution to an understanding of an important phase in the movement of the Scottish people to overseas destinations. The treatment here, however, is restricted to an examination of the indigenous causes, nature and process of emigration, and no attempt is made to determine the pattern of life eventually adopted by the emigrants in either Canada or Australia. Effective pursuit of the emigrant trail would require another volume concerned with the diaspora itself.


Finally, the study endeavours to contribute to the methodology of Highland history. Scholarly examination of the society after c.1840 has tended towards a kind of duality. On the one hand, there is the statistical treatment favoured by the historical demographers led by M.W. Flinn; on the other, the traditional historical approach using contemporary correspondence, government files and newspapers to construct an essentially iIIipressionistic account of social development. This study tries to combine both methods. The core of the book rests on a foundation of numerical materials: rentals, the published and unpublished census, summonses of removal, emigration records and statistical series produced by both government and destitution committees. Throughout the attempt is made to quantify the issues and problems under discussion, not because of an obsession with number for its own sake but because only through some reckoning of the order of magnitude do patterns become apparent, trends reveal themselves and the fundamental questions come more clearly into focus. Systematic analysis inevitably rests on the greater precision which comes from elementary quantification. A more elaborate manipulation of the data is not attempted, not merely because of the inadequacies of much of the source materials but also because of the limitations of the expertise of the author. ‘Softer’ evidence, of the type mentioned above, is also an essential element. From it derives the information on motivation, attitudes, values and perceptions which are vital to a meaningful understanding of causation and the ideologies and assumptions which drove men to action.


It must be stressed from the outset that there are a number of intractable problems associated with some of the major sources which have been used in the analysis. An effort has been made to locate all important, relevant materials for the period and region of study. Where omissions remain it can normally be assumed that the source in question did not provide much useful information or that it is not presently recorded in record office guides, National Register of Archive (Scotland) surveys or in bibliographical literature. The specific difficulties involved in using some of the data which are available for examination anO: the gaps in much of the materials consulted are explored in detail in Chapters 2, 3 and 8. Here, however, attention should be drawn to the general problems associated with three sources which in theory might have yielded hard information of a quantitative nature but which in practice were somewhat disappointing.


The Agricultural Statistics for Scotland only started to appear in the 1850s, near the end of the potato famine. They do not initially record any information on tenants paying less than £20 per annum and so exclude from coverage the vast majority of landholders in the Western Highlands and Islands. Because of this, it is impossible to calculate precise and comprehensive long-run series of changing acreage, cropping systems, tenancy structures and yields from the official returns in the way that can be done for parts of lreland. The Irish Agricultural Statistics and other official sources are not only more detailed but are available from the 1840s and thereafter. Again, Highland demographic history before civil registration must be constructed on the basis of fragile materials and on the understanding that yawning gaps exist in the evidence. Recording of births, marriages and deaths was not only erratic in the region during the 1840s and early 1850s but was artificially distorted by the Disruption of 1843 and the emergence of the Free Church of Scotland. After that date entries in some Church of Scotland registers declined dramatically or disappeared altogether. Customs returns for the Highland ports, the key source for the determination of changing patterns of regional trade during the famine period, have not survived. They were undoubtedly collected in such ports as Stornoway, Tobermory, Portree and Inveraray because extracts from the returns were occasionally produced in evidence before official enquiries. Tragically, however, for the period of this study at least, the originals seem to have been destroyed. The historian of the Highland famine, therefore, is forced to grapple with imperfect materials, base many of his conclusion on imprecise measures and rely also on tentative estimates of what might have happened. The only justification that can be offered is that, at the present time at least, there is no alternative to such an approach.


The study itself is set in three coherent parts. Chapters 1 to 3 identify the origins, nature and demographic effects of the crisis. The analytical perspective of dividing the Highlands into two distinctive social formations, the Western Highlands and Islands on the one hand, the eastern, central and southern zone on the other, is here explained and developed. This structure forms the basic organising principle of the entire study. Secondly, Chapters 4 to 7 examine the varied responses of landlords, government, lowland charities and the people themselves to the emergency. The main purpose of this section is to explain how the Highlands managed to escape a tragedy of Irish proportions. Finally, Chapters 8 to 12 consider the pattern of emigration and migration, the forces which shaped the outward movement and the impact of the famine on the development of Highland society in the medium and long terms.


A project on this scale based on an array of original sources, many of them very demanding of time and labour, would not have been possible without external funding. I am therefore happy to acknowledge the generous support provided by the Economic and Social Research Council (Grant No. B00232099) and the University of Strathclyde Research and Development Fund in 1985 and 1986, when most of the gathering and processing of information was carried out. This financial help allowed me to employ a first-class research assistant, my former graduate student, Mr. W. Orr. By his careful, thorough and meticulous work, he made a major contribution to the successful completion of the project.


In 1986 and early 1987 parts of the study were read as papers at Research Seminars in the Universities of Aberdeen, Glasgow, Strathclyde and St. Andrews and given as lectures at the Annual Conference of the British Agricultural History Society (University of Ulster, 1987) and First Residential Conference of the Economic and Social History Society of Scotland (University of Aberdeen, 1987). These meetings not only gave me the opportunity to clarify my thoughts on complex issues but comments and criticisms made on each occasion benefited the development of the entire project.


Acknowledgement is made to the following for permission to consult and cite original material in their care: the Keeper of the Records of Scotland; the Controller of H.M. Stationery Office; the Keeper and Trustees of the National Library of Scotland; the Keeper of the Public Records, Public Record Office; Fr. Mark Dilworth, Catholic National Archives; the Duke of Argyll; the Duke of Hamilton; Cameron of Lochiel; John Macleod of Macleod; John Mackenzie of Gairloch.


I am particularly grateful to Mr. John Mackenzie for his hospitality when examining the Mackenzie of Gairloch MSS; to Mr. C.C. Johnston, Registrar of the National Register of Archives (Scotland) for his efficient and speedy processing of several queries; and to Alastair Lorne Campbell Jr. of Airds, of Argyll Estates, Inveraray Castle, for his generous assistance, often at considerable inconvenience to himself, when research on the immensely valuable Argyll Estate Papers was undertaken.


The following helped by answering queries or providing information: Jeanette Brock; Margaret Buchanan; Fr. Mark Dilworth; Pat Gibb; Liam Kennedy; Mairhi Macarthur; Ann Morton; John Robertson; Willie Sloan; Christopher Smout; Neil Tranter; James Treble; John Tuckwell; Peter Vasey. The maps were drawn by Dr. Miles Oglethorpe.


Mrs. Irene Scouller typed all the successive drafts of along and difficult manuscript. I thank her not only for her skilful work but for her powers of endurance and patience when continuously confronted by my idiosyncratic handwriting.


The volume could not have been completed without the constant support and encouragement of Catherine Mary Devine. To her and our children this book is dedicated with love.


Tom Devine, University of Strathclyde.


NOTES


1 The background to the events of the 1840s is discussed in M Gray, The Highland Ecorwmy, 1750-/850(Edinburgh, 1957)and ‘The Highland Potato Famine of the 1840s’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., vii (1955). James Hunter, The Making of the Crofting Community (Edinburgh, 1976) devotes a chapter to the famine though his conclusions differ in some respects from those of this volume. M.M. Flinn et al eds., Scottish Population History from the Seventeenth Century to the 1930s (Cambridge, 1977), is concerned almost exclusively with some of the demographic aspects of the crisis.


2 See, forexample, M.Alamgir, FamineinSouthAsia:thePoliticalEcorwmyof MassStarvation (Cambridge, Mass., 1980), 24; D.G. Johnson, ‘Famine’, in Encyclopaedia Britannica (14th ed., 1973), 58; G.B. Masefield, Famine: Its Prevention and Relief(Oxford, 1963), 3-4. For a historian’s use of this measure see Andrew B. Appleby, Famine in Tudor and Stuart England (Liverpool, 1978), 7-8.


3 They are, inter alia, periods of extreme incidence of hunger and malnutrition; food emergencies identified by an increase in external assistance to relieve the affected population; shortfalls in food production leading to demographic and other changes in the social order. For a recent review of these definitions see Alamgir, Famine in South Asia, and Masefield, Famine; see also P.M.A. Bourke, ‘The Potato Blight, Weather and the Irish Famine’, Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, National University of Ireland, 1965.
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1


A Vulnerable Society:


The Western Highlands and Islands, c.1800-1846


Two Highland Societies


By the 1840s two broadly divergent social and economic systems had emerged in the Highland counties of Scotland. In the southern and eastern districts, which included central and eastern Inverness-shire, Easter Ross and the greater part of mainland Argyllshire, a type of social structure had developed which will be referred to throughout this volume as ‘farming society’.1 It had several characteristics which, though not equally uniform in all areas, served to differentiate the south and east from the far western mainland and the islands.2 As in most of the Lowlands, there had occurred a widespread consolidation of land between c.1780 and c.1840. The number of rent-paying tenants declined, holdings were enlarged and a greater proportion of the population than had been the case in the old order fell into a dependent position as farm servants, labourers, cottars and crofters. The extent of consolidation and its social effects varied between districts. In the coastal strip north of Inverness, large units of over 100 acres were general, whereas in southern Argyllshire and Highland Perthshire ‘family’-sized holdings of forty to sixty acres were often more common. Throughout all these areas, however, there was a general tendency towards the concentrated control of tenancies in the hands of a smaller number of men.3 In a group of four parishes in Argyll in the later 1830s, no more than one quarter of all families rented directly from the proprietor, while in the Easter Ross parish of Killearnan only five per cent of those engaged in agriculture were classified as ‘farmers’.4


Agrarian specialisation varied. Large pastoral farms existed alongside holdings where mixed agriculture was dominant.5 Along the east coast rim, arable cultivation was also to be found on a considerable scale. It followed, therefore, that in several districts within the region there was a continued demand for labour as both the area of cultivated land and productivity per acre increased within an unmechanised system of food production. Some of the labouring classes in certain localities were entirely landless. For example, fifty-four per cent of the employed population of the parish of Kilmartin in Argyll were either farm servants or labourers.6 The more common pattern, however, in central and eastern Inverness-shire and parts of Ross, was for farmers to draw their labour supply from a semi-landless class of crofters and cottars. These groups possessed small lots of land, but most primarily depended for a living on the work they could obtain in the neighbourhood from the larger farmers. In many coastal districts this pattern varied, with the produce of the small holding taking second place to the earnings from fishing as the prime source of subsistence.


This was a social system in which the decisive influence on the standard of life for most of the population was the demand for labour in the bigger holdings which specialised in arable or mixed husbandry and the health of the fishing industry along the north-east coast. While distress was not unknown and the labouring classes only achieved at best a modest standard of comfort, there was little experience here of the persistent levels of acute destitution which characterised the much poorer society to the west and north.


The relative resilience of the new social order was apparent in a number of ways. There was a diverse structure of cropping and food supply. The potato was certainly a prime element in rotation systems and in the diet of the smallholding and labouring classes. But in most districts grain was either as significant or even more important in the structure of production and consumption. In the parish of Nigg, according to the New Statistical Account, the value of the acreage in grain crops and potatoes was eighty-three per cent and seventeen per cent respectively; in Tain, eighty-nine per cent and eleven per cent; in Craignish, sixty per cent and forty per cent; in Strachur, sixty-eight per cent and thirty-two per cent.7 Again, though profound levels of poverty existed within the region, especially in such villages as Kingussie and Newtonmore, material standards in general were measurably higher than those of the Western Highlands.8 Food shortages were not unknown, yet the majority of the population did not live continuously close to the basic minimum of subsistence. The harvest failure of 1836-7 brought many in the Western Highlands and Islands to the brink of starvation. But there was much less need for destitution committees established during the crisis to come to the aid of the people of the central and eastern areas.9 The modest material improvements characteristic of much of the region were visibly demonstrated in the extensive construction of new houses built of timber, mortar, slates and glass.10


Above all this was a society where the majority no longer depended mainly on their own smallholding for survival. This is not to say that most people in all areas had become entirely detached from the land in the manner characteristic of so many Lowland regions. But the money economy was well developed. Cottars and crofters who worked for bigger farmers were partly paid in kind and cash. Fishermen sold their catch in the markets of the south. Pools of money income existed to provide a source of savings and something of an insurance against the worst economic or natural disasters. Perhaps the most telling indicator of the erosion of the old subsistence society was the vast increase in the importation of goods from the Lowland towns in the first half of the nineteenth century. The local manufacturers of cloth and even the production of shoes had virtually disappeared from many parishes in the farming region by the 1840s.11


These material changes were influenced by two main factors. Many localities, especially in eastern Inverness, Easter Ross and parts of southern Argyllshire were blessed with a relatively favourable natural endowment. The Highland massif is a great tableland which tilts slightly towards the east. This provides good drainage systems for the land surface of the eastern zone, affords protection against heavy rainfall and, through the great straths or river valleys which intersect the mountain range, facilitates communication with the economic heart of Scotland to the south. The climatic and topographical advantages of many parishes, at least in relation to the poor circumstances of the west, help to explain the early development of arable surpluses, larger holdings and the modest capital accumulation which eventually allowed for greater economic diversification in the nineteenth century.


The demographic history of the region during the era of population increase from the later eighteenth century was also important. Between 1755 and 1851 there was a sustained haemorrhage of people. From 1755 to the 1790s this was so great that sixty per cent of the region’s parishes failed to increase population at all. Between 1801 and 1841, the net rise in numbers was a mere seven per cent. These heavy rates of out-migration, markedly higher than those of the Western Highlands and Islands, were the combined result of proximity to alternative sources of employment in the Lowlands and the expulsive effects of a social system based on consolidation of smaller tenancies and effective controls over subdivision ofholdings.12 With a much larger and increasing arable acreage than the far west and a higher rate of out-migration, the ratio of population to available cultivable land was greater than anywhere along the western mainland. In the early 1840s, for instance, arable acreage per head in mainland Argyllshire was an estimated 2.18 but a mere 0.5 in Wester Ross and Skye.13


By the 1840s, a relatively balanced, more secure and much more productive economic regime had developed in many of the ‘farming’ districts of the Highlands, although it is also important to emphasise that ‘prosperity’ was distributed very unevenly across both the population and the localities of the region. The system had much in common with some of the improved regions of the Lowland countryside. A moderate degree of consolidation had produced a new farming elite employing an increased number of semi-landless and landless wage labourers who derived their subsistence partly from income at work and partly from their smallholdings. In both the south-west and north-east comers, prosperous fishing communities were well established. More arable land than existed elsewhere in the Highlands and an easing of demographic pressure as migration creamed off surplus population permitted the rise of a class of enterprising farmers in several districts throughout the region. This group, normally natives of the area and renting holdings at from £20 to £100, formed the economic backbone of the farming zone and gave it a resilience notably lacking in the poorer districts of the Western Highlands and Islands.


Along the western seaboard north of Fort William and extending to all the Inner and Outer Hebrides, a quite different social and economic structure had developed by the 1840s. At the census of 1841, while the farming districts contained a population of 121,224, the crofting region, as it will be described throughout this volume, had 167,283 inhabitants.14 Like their counterparts in the south and east, they depended primarily on the produce of the land and sea to make a living. Both regions were almost entirely devoid of major manufacturing industry. Yet, this similarity apart, they differed considerably in material standards, income levels, demographic behaviour, social structure and economic specialisation. These fundamental contrasts go a long way to explain the varied impact of the potato famine on the two regions after 1846. Crofts also existed throughout the east and south, but in the west they were, in numerical terms, the dominant social formation. By the 1840s, the Western Highlands and Islands were still a peasant society. The overwhelming majority of the inhabitants depended to a significant extent on smallholdings and tiny patches of land for subsistence.


The Structure of Crofting Society


When he visited the Western Highlands in 1847, Robert Somers drew attention to the ‘peculiar construction’ of the society. It was one where ‘. . . there are only two ranks of people – a higher rank and a lower rank - the former consisting of a few large tenants all occupying nearly the same level; and the latter consisting of a dense body of small cottars and fishermen.’15 Somers’ observations are confirmed by the data presented in Table 1.1. This sets out the proportion oftotal rent paid by ‘big’ farmers in a sample of fifteen West Highland districts. Clearly in several areas, landlords relied on tenants paying rents of£20 per annum or more for the bulk of rental income by the 1840s. Many of these tenants, especially those renting at £100 or more per annum, operated large sheep farms which by the middle decades of the nineteenth century had penetrated virtually all the Western Highlands and Islands with the exception of Tiree, Islay, parts of Lewis, Barra and some other localities.16 Large-scale pastoral husbandry in most districts had become the basis of estate economies and the major source of increasing rentals. It was a form of land use which was well suited to the climatic and topographical conditions of the area, reflecting the development of regional specialisation within the British economy, and the systematic exploitation of the comparative advantage of the Western Highlands as a low-cost source of wool and mutton for the industries and urban populations of the south.


Table 1.1. Percentage Share of Total Rental Paid by Tenants with Holdings Valued at Over £20 per Annum, Crofting Districts, c.1850
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74










Source: McNeil/Report, Appendix A, passim


The very rapid development of commercial sheep farming demonstrated that the Western Highlands were just as responsive to ‘improvement’ and market opportunity as the southern and eastern areas. But the economics of sheep farming ensured that the vast income stream accruing from the development of pastoral husbandry failed to benefit the population as a whole. Specialist sheep farms existed throughout the southern and eastern Highlands, but in Argyll and eastern Inverness they often developed alongside mixed and arable farms which had a considerable demand for both permanent and seasonal supplies of labour.17 In the west, however, sheep farms were not only more extensive, there was also little of the variegated structure of middling holdings, practising mixed agriculture, which might have created secure employment opportunities for the majority of the population. Sheep farming was both land- and capital-intensive.18 It was organised mainly by incomers who alone possessed the financial resources necessary to stock large units. The profit accrued directly to landowners, farmers and middlemen. It was basically an alien penetration offering little to a society rich in underemployed labour resources but poor in capital. Only small numbers of regular wage-earners were required. One typical farm of3000 sheep had a manager and six shepherds.19 Labour costs were also pared to a minimum to ensure maximum efficiency. The new pastoral husbandry further reduced the slim resources available to the indigenous population as a whole. Sheep farming absorbed much of the scarce arable in certain districts and intensified congestion in coastal areas, marginal land and in slum villages as displacement of peasant communities accelerated throughout the region. It also debilitated the old cattle economy, traditionally the vital source ofcash income for the peasantry. In the southern and eastern Highlands the new agriculture had brought a modest prosperity to the native farming class and provided a more secure standard of life for the labouring poor, albeit at the expense of heavy rates of migration. In the west, however, agrarian capitalism perpetuated the chronic poverty of the area and contributed to the social crisis which emerged after the end of the Napoleonic Wars.20


Below the level of the tenants of the large farms the population consisted principally of two classes, small tenants, or crofters, and cottars. The primary distinction between the two groups was that crofters were recognised tenants of land whereas cottars were either subtenants or had no legal claim to land at all and simply existed on many properties as squatters. The vast majority of tenants on most West Highland estates were crofters paying £10 per annum or less (see Table 1.2.) although, as earlier discussion has suggested, they no longer necessarily contributed the major proportion of rental by the 1840s. The small tenancies were laid out in ‘townships’ or crofting settlements. These varied considerably but had certain common characteristics. At the centre of the township was an area of arable land divided into a number of separate smallholdings. These were surrounded by grazing or hill pasture, which was held in common by the township’s tenants. The grazing land was a vital resource as the rental was normally calculated on the basis of the numbers of cattle per tenancy. A conventional ratio, for example, was one cow for each £1 sterling of annual rental.


There is a tendency in. some historical writing on crofting to view these communities simply as uniform, undifferentiated masses of small tenants, all living close to the margin of subsistence in conditions of extreme poverty. There is, of course, considerable truth in this description. Certainly there was little evidence in the west of the graduated hierarchy of small and medium-sized holdings characteristic of many districts in the south and east Nevertheless there were social differences and degrees of poverty within the ranks of the small tenants and they help to explain the different spatial and social impact of the famine after 1846 within the crofting region. The ability to sell an extra cow, plant a larger grain crop when the potatoes failed or draw on savings could make the difference between complete destitution and basic adequacy. In turn, these two possibilities depended on the position of the small tenant within the social hierarchy and the size and location of his croft.


Table 1.2. Tenants Paying £10 per Annum Rental or Less as Percentage of All Tenants, Crofting Districts, c. 1850
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Source: McNeill Report, Appendix A, passim


Table 1.3 brings these points into sharper focus. It indicates the different economic levels which coexisted within a community where most lived in conditions of considerable poverty. The data suggest a wide range of cattle stocks among those tenants who paid annual rentals of £15 to £5. They also imply that the relative volume of potatoes as a percentage of cultivated acreage tended to increase proportionately in the smaller holdings and decline in the larger. It seems that holdings with rentals of £6 to £15 had a more varied pattern of cropping than those below them in the social scale.


But even this evidence presents too simple a picture. There was no necessary correlation between the size of holding, as defined by rental, and the economic standing of the tenant. Much depended, for example, on the quality of land. Townships which existed on moorland, wasteland or on mosses were notoriously among the most impoverished.21 Economic opportunities also played a part. Earnings from temporary migration in the Lowlands were increasingly important to the population of the Western Highlands in the first half of the nineteenth century. However, the extent of dependence on this source of income varied markedly between districts.22 Again, in areas such as Lewis, western Sutherland and Wester Ross, the key factor in economic status was often not acreage of land but the returns which accrued from fishing. In Lewis, for instance, crofting townships with fishing traditions were more able to maintain rental payment in years of distress than others, while, in Wester Ross, fishermen tenants renting tiny holdings at £3 per annum or less were often better off than crofters elsewhere with larger holdings and more cattle stock23 At the other extreme, communities which had specialised in kelp manufacture were very vulnerable by the 1840s due to the contraction of that industry and the associated decline in earnings. A detailed investigation into the rentals of the estates of Lord Macdonald in Skye between 1820 and 1855 reveals that the total of rent arrears tended to be markedly higher in townships where kelp production had concentrated than in other areas of the property.24


Table 1.3. Social Stratife:ation of West Highland Crofting Tmvnships, c.1850
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Source: McNeill Report, Appendix A, passim


Notes: (i) 1 ‘barrell’ = 4 bushels.


(ii) ‘Average cattle stock’ refers to numbers recorded on croft holdings in 1851. They almost certainly suggest depletion in numbers of cattle as a result of the famine.


(iii) Evidence cited from Mull, Skye, Wester Ross, Lewis, Harris, North Uist, South Uist and Barra.


The problems associated with defining standards in any simple fashion are compounded by the vicissitudes of changes over time. Material conditions varied profoundly with alterations in climate, the erratic movement of the herring in the sea lochs and the fluctuating returns from temporary migration. Yet there can be little doubt that many crofters endured an existence of profound insecurity. For the smaller men in particular destitution was always a threat and often a reality even in favourable climatic circumstances. But not all were in this position. There were considerable differences in economic standards from area to area, township to township and even within the social fabric of individual townships. This complexity forms the essential background to the varied impact of the potato famine after 1846 throughout the crofting region.


In an even more hazardous position than most crofters was the cottar class. In 1847 the main organisation responsible for famine relief described them thus:




The cottars possess nothing but the cottage which shelters them, and depend on the kindness of neighbours for a few patches of ground for potatoes, and supply their other wants by fishing, and such work as they may obtain at home or abroad. The latter class live at all times in a constant struggle for the means of bare subsistence, and do not rise above the lowest scale of living necessary for existence, not to talk of comfort. In some seasons they are frequently reduced to live upon such shell-fish as they can collect, with a little milk etc.25





The main defining characteristic of the cottars was that they were not recognised tenants of land. Yet the distinction between the poorer crofters and the cottars was often blurred.26 Even those who were described as officially ‘landless’ usually possessed a small patch of land which they normally devoted to potato cultivation. Their origins were varied. Small colonies of cottars were attached to the larger farms to supply the seasonal labour force27. Others were subtenants of crofters who paid a rental direct to them rather than the landlord. Some were allocated land in the ‘half-foot’ system by which the main tenant furnished a patch of land and seed corn to the cottar. He in turn provided the labour for cultivation of the crop which, when harvested, was divided between tenant and subtenant.28 Cottars were also often the kinsmen of tenants. Sons and sons-in-law were allowed to build houses on the family lot.29 Control over such subdivision was beginning to occur in the 1820s and 1830s but apparently only became widespread and really effective during and after the potato famine itself.30


Again, some cottars were former tenants who had suffered eviction and descended the social scale as a result. Many of those dispossessed in the early nineteenth century tended to congregate in the scattered villages of the West Highland region.31 Colonies of impoverished cottars were to be found by the 1840s in Tobermory in Mull, Lochaline in Morvern, Arnisdale in Glenelg, Ullapool, Lochcarron and Scoraig in Wester Ross and in many other similar settlements. These villages all suffered grievous distress during the potato famine.32 Finally, the small artisan class of the Highlands – carpenters, blacksmiths, shoemakers and weavers – were invariably also cottars with a small plot of land and the possibility of growing a potato crop.33


The cottar class was very numerous. On Lord Macdonald’s Skye estates there were 1300 families who did not pay rent, ‘. . . chiefly relatives of the tenants, such as sons and sons-in-law, sometimes two or three of them are on the lot’34. On Macleod of Macleod’s property on the same island, it was estimated that for every tenant family there were two cottar families.35 In Harris 450 tenants paid rent but a further 400 families existed as cottars on the estates.36 Similarly in Barra, more than half of those who held some land were not registered in the rental book.37 In Skye in the later 1840s there were 1900 crofter families and 1531 cottars.38 The majority of the inhabitants of Glenelg, North Morar and Knoydart were also nominally landless.39 On the Duke of Argyll’s estate in Mull cottars outnumbered tenants. There were 1455 members of tenant families and 1533 members of cottar families. In Tiree, sixty-three per cent of the population belonged to tenant families and thirty-seven per cent (1838) to cottar families.40 It is plain that the number of cottars varied significantly between estates but in many of the Hebridean islands they often comprised as much as half and sometimes more of the entire population.


The cottars contributed in a significant way to the vulnerability of West Highland society. Even in good seasons, they eked out a precarious existence close to the margin of subsistence. They were unlikely to possess much in the way of savings to tide them over bad seasons. Their patches of land were so small that only the potato, the highest yielding crop available, was normally cultivated. Of all the inhabitants of the crofting region, the cottars were most committed to monoculture.41 Again, the small tenant class could not necessarily remain detached from the plight of the cottars. On some estates, the distinction between the two groups was wholly artificial. In many districts, cottars were simply members of extended families living in separate households but gaining a living from the same small area of land. In bad seasons, it was common for cottars to obtain assistance from the rent-paying tenants, a custom which was often seen as the discharge of kinship obligation.42 It followed, therefore, that when subsistence crisis occurred the resources of the tenant class in some districts were likely to be partially shared, not simply within the tenant household but with kinfolk whose plots of land were not enough to maintain an entirely secure existence even in favourable seasons. Almost certainly this obligation extended beyond the ranks of family members. Contemporary observers stressed how marginal elements in the society could only survive because of the widespread assistance they received from their neighbours in time of need. This they attributed to an active tradition of community concern for the maintenance of the poor in a society which, as late as the 1840s, still lacked a meaningful public provision funded from legal assessment of the region’s ratepayers.43


The Origins of Crofting


Crofting preserved the traditional peasant connection with the land. This has tended to convey the impression that it was an archaic remnant from an older era, a reflection of Highland conservatism and social inertia. In fact, the croft system was as innovative in the Highland context as consolidated farms and Lothians husbandry in the Lowlands. It emerged in the second half of the eighteenth century and by c.1820 had changed the entire social map and settlement pattern of the Western Highlands and Islands.44 In the early eighteenth century the dominant social formation in the region was the joint tenancy with land cultivated in runrig, pasture held in common and strong communal traditions associated with the varied tasks of herding, harvesting, peat-cutting, building and repair. Over two or three generations the joint farms were removed from most west Highland estates and replaced by a structure of small, separate, single smallholdings or ‘crofts’. In all parishes in the region for which we have detailed records, at least eighty-six per cent and in most ninety-five per cent of holdings were rented at £20 per annum or less by the 1840s.45


There were a number of reasons why ‘improvement’ in the north-west produced this type of land fragmentation rather than the consolidation of holdings characteristic of most districts in the eastern Highlands. In the far west the proportion of cultivated to uncultivated land was estimated at between nine and fifteen per cent in 1800 and the tiny patches of arable were often separated by extensive stretches of moor and rough grazing.46 The fashionable system of bigger farms based on mixed husbandry, which brought increasing prosperity to other areas of Scotland, was not technically possible in the Western Highlands. Crofting was a response both to the natural limitations and to the assumed economic potential of the region. Late eighteenth-century publicists argued that the maritime resources of the Western Highlands in both fish and kelp (an alkali extract from seaweed used in the manufacture of soap and glass) were richer by far than those of the land. It became common to emphasise the benefits of a division of labour, of a dual economy which would efficiently combine the pastoral potential of the interior and the quasi-industrial potential of the coast.47 The impoverished population of the inner straths should be relocated in the maritime districts and there encouraged both to earn a living and produce higher rentals by engaging in-the labour-intensive activities of fishing and kelping. The rich grazing available inland might at the same time be laid down to large sheep farms.


Such a programme of action had powerful theoretical and practical attractions. In the 1790s and early 1800s demand for Highland kelp reached hitherto unknown levels as industrialisation widened markets and the Napoleonic Wars restricted the supply of cheaper Spanish barilla. The herring fishery also flourished as the shoals began to visit the sea lochs on a regular basis. Moreover, the crofting system was in theory an attractive solution to the problem posed by an increasing population in an era of agrarian rationalisation. Resettlement seemed in the short term to promise a reduction in the social costs of outright eviction. It transformed communities made redundant by the development of a more efficient form of pastoral husbandry into a productive asset and significant source of revenue.


It had three particular advantages. First, like their counterparts in the north-eastern counties of Aberdeen and Banff and some other parts of Scotland, Highland landlords viewed the settlement of colonies of crofters at nominal rents as an economical way of bringing into cultivation some part of the large stretches of waste and moor land which dominated whole areas of their estates.48 It was characteristic of late eighteenth-century optimism that these tracts were deemed ripe for reclamation. They seemed to present a major challenge for an area rich in abundant and underemployed resources of labour but poor in arable land.49 Expansion of small-holdings into waste land was likely anyway as numbers increased and areas of existing settlement no longer sufficed for all the people who now had to be fed. Second, the increasing prosperity of illicit whisky-making in the later eighteenth century encouraged landlords in some districts to divide holdings and encourage subdivision among kinfolk in order to accommodate a larger population able to sustain a higher rental from ‘industrial’ earnings.50 Third, during the great wars of the later eighteenth century, there was a huge expansion in the recruitment of Highlanders to regiments of the British army. Several proprietors became military entrepreneurs, raising family regiments from the men of their estates in return for payment from the state. It became common on the properties of Lord Macdonald, the Duke of Argyll and the Duke of Sutherland, among others, for land to be allocated in return for service. In the process, the division of holdings accelerated.51 One reason given for the proliferation of subdivision in Tiree in the 1820s was that ‘four fencible regiments of men’ had been raised during the Napoleonic Wars by the Duke of Argyll. Plots were carved out of existing tenancies to accommodate those who had served in them.52


Between the middle decades of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, numerous communities of joint-tenants were displaced and moved to form the crofting townships which have formed the characteristic settlement pattern of the Western Highlands and Islands ever since that time. Since both kelping, whisky-making and fishing were highly seasonal, some land had to be made available to provide food and fuel for apart of the year. But too much land would act as a powerful distraction from other more profitable tasks. These crofters were to be labourers first and agriculturists only second. The townships in which they lived were essential quasi-industrial communities in which rents were raised beyond their limited agricultural potential in order to force dependence on the produce of the sea, the loch and the shore. The central weakness in the entire system was that most smallholdings were simply not designed to provide enough for the needs of a normal-sized family from subsistence cultivation. It was reckoned in the early 1850s that only crofts rented at £15 per annum could produce secure self-sufficiency from agricultural activity in average seasons.53 The overwhelming majority of holdings in the Western Highlands were valued at £10 per annum or less.


The scenario for potential disaster only became clear after the Napoleonic Wars. Until the second decade of the nineteenth century, earnings from the non-agricultural employments had been on the increase. There is little evidence, however, that the flow of income to the regional economy promoted either much in the way of social mobility or a rising level of savings within the peasant community. It seems more likely that much of what was earned was absorbed in higher rental payments, the funding of a rising population and expenditure on meal imports from the Lowlands in times of scarcity.54 But by the 1820s the entire economic edifice on which the croft system had been first constructed was crumbling rapidly. The renewal of trade with Spain, allowing the importation of Spanish barilla, the repeal of the salt duties and new production refinements within the chemical industry, destroyed the prosperity of kelp manufacture. Illicit whisky-making on a commercial scale had virtually disappeared in most areas by the 1830s as a result of changes in revenue legislation and greater efficiency on the part of the excise service. Earnings from military employment fell away rapidly after 1815 and instead there was considerable return migration of both demobbed soldiers and sailors which added further to the demographic pressures already present in several districts. Although the herring fishery survived and in some years in the 1830s managed to equal the good times of the 1790s, activity was much more sporadic and the fish disappeared from several lochs for long periods. On the eve of the potato famine, the fishing villages of Plockton, Dornie, Tobermory, Lochcarron and Shieldaig, the fruits of the era of high optimism in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, were regarded as among the poorest communities on the west coast.55


By the 1840s, then, the fatal weakness of the crofting system had finally been exposed. The non-agricultural sources of income on which its success depended had either evaporated completely or had become too precarious to maintain a secure living. The numbers dependent on kelp manufacture itself were variously estimated at between 25,000 and 40,000 people, and several thousands in addition had relied on other occupations for a livelihood. Whole communities had been established on narrow tracts of marginal land which were not intended to provide enough to feed their inhabitants and at the same time produce a surplus to pay rents from agriculture alone. There was a parallel here between the plight of the handloom weavers of Lowland Scotland and the peasantry of the Western Highlands. Both were victims of a wider economic process which concentrated industrial production in fewer centres and undermined the traditional employment structure of peripheral districts. The ebbing of industrial’ employment from the Highlands after c.1815 reflected the fact that, like many rural areas, it did not possess the resources, the markets or the entrepreneurship to compete against the manufacturing towns of the central Lowlands. In the view of some contemporary observers only one crop, the potato, stood between the people of the Western Highlands and Islands and even greater calamities.


A Potato Economy?


The chronology of development of the potato as a food crop in the Scottish Highlands is relatively well documented.56 The first specific reference occurs in Martin Martin’s account of the Hebrides in 1695, although by 1750 cultivation of the crop was still relatively uncommon. The period of greatest expansion was probably the last quarter of the eighteenth and first few decades of the nineteenth centuries. By 1790 potatoes were being grown widely as a subsistence crop. Their importance was highlighted during the grain harvest failures of 1782-3 when they helped to save many communities from complete starvation. Potato cultivation seems also to have developed in acreage and intensity after the end of the Napoleonic Wars. Dr.John Macculloch, who travelled annually in the Western Highlands between 1811 and 1821, was only one of several observers to comment on its increasing significance.57 In 1811, James Macdonald claimed that potatoes constituted four-fifths of the nourishment of Hebrideans.58 In 1798 the parish of Kilmuir in Skye produced 1600 bolls of oats and here and 5000 barrels of potatoes. By 1840 there had been a slight increase in grain cultivation to 1618 bolls but the volume of potatoes produced had multiplied more than six fold to 32,000 barrels.59 It is hardly surprising, therefore, that R.N. Salaman could describe the crop as ‘the cornerstone of the social structure of the Western Highlands in the first half of the nineteenth century’.60 It is probable that the productivity of the potato helps to explain why, despite economic collapse after c.1820, there was still a larger population living in the crofting region by the 1840s than three decades earlier.


The Scottish Highlands, like Ireland, seem to have adopted the potato relatively quickly and earlier than many other parts of Europe. The new crop faced much resistance both from customers and peasant farmers on the Continent.61 In the Baltic provinces in the early nineteenth century, people regarded it as a danger to health. In Russia, determined efforts by the state to require peasants to plant potatoes set off a train of violent opposition known as the ‘potato revolts’. As late as 1788 Arthur Young found considerable resistance to potatoes in many areas of France. The plant’s rapid conquest of the Highlands depended to some extent on its intrinsic advantages. Potatoes grow in virtually any soil, adjust to different climates but flourish best where the weather is cool and moist. They also allow for a dramatic increase in food supply without the need for radical changes in traditional methods of cultivation, technology or social organisation. In the Western Highlands the crop was grown in the lazy-bed system.62 Soil was turned with the caschrom. Earth from ditches dug between different ridges was cast on top. Seeds were broadcast and the ridges well manured with seaweed, of which there was an abundant supply in the maritime districts, and animal manure. Once dug, potatoes were ready for the pot and unlike the staple grains did not require any additional labour to make them edible. They were easy to store but quickly lost their nutritional content if kept over long periods. The calorific content of a given quantity of potatoes was considerably less than the same amount of grain. But since potatoes had a much greater yield, an acre under potatoes provided as much as three to five times as many calories as an acre in grain crop.63 They can provide all human nutritional needs. As two modern nutritionists have put it, ‘Potatoes are the only single cheap food that can support life when fed as the sole (their italics) article of diet’.64


But the widespread adoption of the potato in the Highlands cannot be explained simply in terms of the basic advantages of the crop. Only in the crofting region did potatoes assume overall dominance in the diet of the majority of the population.65 This suggests that they suited the natural limitations but also met the social and economic needs of the region. In the eighteenth century, the people of the Western Highlands and Islands lived close to the very margin of subsistence. Famine was always a threat and, in several years, a reality.66 Any food resource which would provide more security was a welcome addition. One significant factor was that oats tended to ripen later in the Western Highlands than elsewhere in Scotland. The earliest potatoes, however, were available in August, two to three months earlier than the oat crop. They therefore helped to fill part of the gap in the period between the consumption of the old grain harvest and the collection of the new. The grain crop was notoriously vulnerable and yields in most areas were relatively low. One Highland proprietor graphically described in 1851 the climatic obstacles which frustrated grain cultivation in the Hebrides:




Seasons no doubt vary; but it will scarcely be controverted by any one who has resided for years in these regions- winter as well as summer- that in three out of every five seasons, the springs are wet – the summers cold – and the harvest abounding with drenching tempests of rain. Referring to cases where the land has been thoroughly drained, as on many large farms, it often happens that from the long and continued heavy drenching rain of winter, the land is too wet for the plough until the middle of March, but it is chiefly in harvest that the principal danger to the corn crops arises, particularly in slopes and exposed places from the effects of the tempests of wind and rain, in shaking and lodging the corn, in its late ripening, and the great uncertainty of drying and securing it in any tolerable condition when cut. . .67





Yields from the oat crop, and to a lesser extent from here, varied both over time and space. But, as Table 1.4 indicates, they were usually abysmally low and often of a standard comparable with peasant agriculture before the eighteenth century. In 1814 it was estimated that oat yields in Scotland as a whole varied between ten and sixteen pecks per boll and in ‘the best cultivated counties’ from thirteen to eighteen pecks per boll. But in the Western Highlands the average was a return of four to six pecks.68 In this respect, the potato had a crucial advantage. The produce of grain in the Hebrides was often no more than one-third of land elsewhere in Scotland, but the return from the potato was equal or superior.69 The heavy rainfall and high winds which harassed grain farmers were often a positive advantage to potato cultivation in the crofting districts. They provided a natural protection against the ‘curl’, the most destructive potato disease of the eighteenth century. It is now known that the greenfly which spreads the disease rarely moves from a host plant when the wind rises above eight miles per hour. Heavy rainfall washes plants clear of the parasite altogether.70 The potato was not invulnerable, but until the partial failure of 1836-7, the crop was mainly damaged by early frosts. In the first few decades of the nineteenth century at least it promised a much more secure return than grain.


Table 1.4. Oat Yields, Western Highlands and Islands, c.1851
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Source: McNeill Report, Appendix A, passim


Yet the major attraction of the potato lay not simply in the fact that it lowered the threshold of risk. It also had an extraordinarily high yield. In Mull a normal yield would be twelve barrels for each one planted.71 In parts of Skye it was between eight and ten barrels and in Lochalsh six to eight72 Sir John Sinclair estimated that four times as many people could be supported by an acre of potatoes as by an acre of oats.73 As the greatest yielder of food of any crop known in the early nineteenth century it therefore formed an integral part of the social and economic changes which spread through the Highlands between 1750 and 1840. The cultivation of the potato expanded with such speed not simply because of its intrinsic merits but because the development of crofting, the movement of communities into areas ofwaste and marginal land and the subdivision of holdings could not have occurred on the same scale without widespread adoption of the new crop. It was almost a precondition of the social revolution which swept over the Scottish Highlands in this period.


Four factors were fundamental. First, the minuscule holdings formed to support kelpers, whisky producers and fishermen could only provide a subsistence living because of the high yields derived from potato cultivation. Both communities depended on seasonal work. The potato provided support for much of the rest of the year and especially during the winter and spring. Second, the further fragmentation of lots among cottars and kinsmen was facilitated by the adoption of the potato. The evidence suggests that the smaller the holding, the greater the reliance placed on the crop.74 Third, potatoes were very well suited to the policies of clearance and relocation pursued by Highland landlords. They could be grown in all soils except stiff clay. It was partly because of the potato that new communities could be established on narrow strips of land on coast, moorland and mosses.75 One contemporary claimed that, ‘It is by the potato crop that all the wild land has hitherto been reclaimed’.76 The capacity of the potato to support evicted people on small patches of land helps to explain why clearance in the Western Highlands resulted in much dispossession but did not necessarily produce wholesale regional depopulation in the short term.


Fourth, the potato became even more vital after the Napoleonic Wars. Sir John Sinclair estimated that the typical crofter had to be able to obtain at least 200 days of additional work outside his holding to escape destitution.77 But external employment within the Highlands contracted in the 1820s and 1830s in some areas and disappeared entirely in others. At the same time, there was a slump in cattle prices. The price of a three-year-old, which in 1810 had stood at about £6, had, by the 1830s, fallen to around £3.10/–.78 Black cattle had traditionally been the peasant’s store of value and an important means of both paying rental and covering the costs of meal imports in seasons of scarcity. Modern research suggests that cattle stocks were diminishing over time and that many small tenants and cottars by the 1830s had only one or two beasts or none at all79 In a survey of holdings of stock in thirty-four tenancies, in a wide sample of areas, rented at £6 per annum or less, the average number of cattle ranged between 2.5 and 1.84 per holding.80 This was substantially less than was allowed for in rental agreements. Almost certainly these difficulties in the pastoral sector dictated a greater reliance on the arable patch than hitherto and hence on the potato.


The pressures making for increased dependence on the crop were so great that A.J. Young son has been able to describe the Highlands in the first decades of the nineteenth century as ‘. . . almost a potato economy.81 The remark has some validity in that it brings out the crucial importance of the crop in the life of the population as a principal source of food. However, generalisation about any aspect of Highland experience is difficult in this period and Young son’s phrase disguises the diversity of diet and cropping which still existed despite the popularity of the potato. As one contemporary noted,’ . . .the state of the Highlands varies so much in different places, that it is not easy to form any estimate of the relative proportion in which grain and potatoes enter into the food of the people’.82 In broad terms, the potato seems to have been of most significance in the poorest and most congested districts where alternative employments to agriculture were few. Thus the Central Relief Board concluded in 1847 that the potato throughout the Highlands was ‘the principal produce of the ground under tillage, and the principal article of food for the people’. But in the eastern and central Highlands it reckoned that it formed one-half of the subsistence of the people, in the western districts ‘fully three-quarters’ and, in the islands, the potato was ‘the principal means of subsistence’.83


But there was also considerable variation within the western and insular zone itself. In 1846 the Free Church conducted its own detailed investigation into the relative importance of potatoes in the diet of the people in forty-four representative areas within the western region.84 In fifteen, or thirty-four per cent, of the localities surveyed, they formed between one-half to three-quarters of food consumption. These included five parishes in Sutherland, where the great clearances of the early nineteenth century had markedly reduced population density and so possibly diminished reliance on the crop. On the other hand, in thirty-two per cent of the areas examined, potatoes accounted for up to four-fifths of the diet of the people. These included one Sutherland parish, Assynt, where population congestion was much greater than elsewhere in the county, not least because numbers in it had grown as a result of the resettlement of evictees from the interior straths. Such villages as Plockton, Lochcarron and Shieldaig, which contained large populations of semi-landless people, likewise had a high potato dependency. But there was little uniformity even within the same island or mainland area. According to the Free Church inquiry, potatoes formed half the subsistence in the parish of Kilmuir in Skye but eleven-twelfths of the diet in Bracadale, an adjoining parish on the same island. In general terms, however, they were most important in the Hebrides. Of thirteen districts most reliant on potatoes, nine were islands or within islands. Overall the relative significance of the crop varied in relation to local economic specialisation, population pressure, availability of land and social structure. Where the number of cottars was greatest there also the potato would be most crucial to food supply.85


It is reasonably clear, however, that few districts had the overwhelming reliance on potatoes which characterised some sections of the population in parts of the poor west of lreland. The diet of most of the peasantry was meagre (though nutritious) but was not restricted to any one food. Dr. John Macculloch in the 1820s noted how in some areas potato consumption was equal to that of grain, in a few even greater and in some others less. However, he’. . . found no place where, as in Ireland, the potato is the exclusive article of vegetable diet’.86 Macculloch’s comments are confirmed from the data assembled in Table 1.3 (p.7) and by contemporary comments on dietary patterns in the Western Highlands. Thus after the crop failures of 1836-7, two of the leading members of the relief committees which brought aid to the distressed region reported that, ‘The food of the great proportion of the people is both poor and scanty. It consists chiefly of potatoes, meal made of oats and barley, prepared in different forms, with herrings and milk in its natural or coagulated state. Butcher meat or tea are luxuries which they seldom or never enjoy’.87 Again, in one of the poorest communities on the west coast, the inhabitants of the village of Lochcarron (Jeantown) consumed potatoes and herring twice a day and oatmeal gruel for supper.88 In many areas, it was common for potatoes to form the main source of food for a part of the year and meal with fish for the remainder.89


Grain supplies plainly continued to be widely available despite the increasing scale of potato cultivation. They derived not simply from domestic sources but from the meal trade which had existed from time immemorial between the pastoral Highlands and the more arable Lowlands.90 Meal imports continued to flow annually into the region. They were paid for by sales (albeit at lower prices than those current between c.1795 to c.1810) of black cattle, earnings from the increasing volume of temporary migration and the occasional bonanza of a good year’s herring fishery.91 It should also be remembered that grain prices fell on trend during the 1820s and early 1830s, and while the crofter’s purchasing power may have declined at this time, so also did the cost of this most vital import. In the early 1840s, an ‘immense quantity of meal’ was imported annually into Wester Ross. It was reckoned that about 2000 bolls were purchased by the people of the Ullapool district and a similar quantity by those of Gairloch.92 The great grain imports which took place during the potato famine years represented the expansion of this well-established and important commerce.


Furthermore, the relative failure or stagnation of commercial herring fishing in many areas in the 1820s and 1830s should not obscure the enduring significance of the commercial white fishery for cod and ling and subsistence fishing. Ironically, the same shifts of population and changes in land tenure which promoted potato cultivation probably also encouraged greater dependence than before on the produce of the sea. Some observers noted how the movement of population to the coast and the creation of the system of maritime crofts had substantially increased fish consumption:’. . . the facility of taking fish is generally very great all along the coasts of the maritime Highlands and there are very few cottages without a share, at least, in a boat. . .’93 Coal fish or cuddy were the staple diet because they could be caught throughout the year, in many places without boats. Rods or landing nets sufficed in the sheltered bays and sea lochs of many insular and mainland areas.94 Cod and herring were also extensively fished. Sir John McNeil reported of the crofters: ‘Of fresh fish they can almost always command a supply, for in those districts there are few crofts that are far from the coast’.95 In scarce seasons it was noted in Sutherland that’. . . in general the maritime inhabitants suffered little, compared to those who have no access to fish’.96 Communities with more reliance on white fishing than on pastoral farming included Dumess and Edderachillis in Sutherland, Gairloch, Applecross and Lochcarron in. Wester Ross and parts of Skye, Lewis and Barra.97 The disappearance of the herring from several districts had reduced some communities to deep poverty but it had not entirely deprived them of the opportunity to obtain a subsistence from the sea by fishing for other species. Moreover, the collection of shellfish, not simply in seasons of scarcity, but as a necessity in normal times during the summer months before the grain and potato crops were harvested, was very common in South Uist, Barra, parts of Skye and some localities in Sutherland.98


Throughout the region, then, the potato had become a central component of the diet of the people. Its failure between 1846 and the early 1850s was likely to threaten a social catastrophe on a huge scale. Yet, the continued significance of meal and fish would at least help to diminish if not entirely eliminate the dangers of widespread starvation.


Sheep Clearances and Subsistence Crisis


Some contemporary commentators and later polemicists claimed that the main origin of destitution in the Highlands lay in the great clearances carried out to establish sheep farms before 1840.99 They asserted that these at once deprived the peasantry of their lands and, at the same time, forced the people to eke out an existence on uneconomic holdings on the coast which left them vulnerable to the disastrous consequences of the potato blight. The problem with this question is that it is very difficult to resolve in precise or unequivocal terms. No authoritative aggregate figures yet exist of the scale of land losses during the removals, and not all land under sheep farms had previously been cultivated. Enumeration of the number and location of evictions is problematic because most observers and the contemporary press were primarily interested in large-scale clearances and ignored for the most part the less dramatic but probably more typical process of gradual thinning of the population in relatively small numbers over long periods of time. Equally intractable is the task of separating out and weighing the ‘clearance variable’ from the other influences which caused Highland poverty in the first half of the nineteenth century. The effects of individual clearances also varied over time, space and in relation to prevailing economic conditions. Those which occurred in the 1800s when the bi-employments were still in an expansionist phase, were not likely to have the same social consequences as the evictions which took place in the era of economic deflation after the end of the Napoleonic Wars. For these reasons no final, convincing quantitative balance sheet of the impact of clearance or of its significance in the origins of famine can be drawn up.


It is clear, nevertheless, that the sheep clearances must be considered in any analysis of the background to the disasters of the 1840s. By that decade widespread evictions to establish large pastoral farms had occurred throughout most parts of the region which experienced the most acute levels of distress during the potato famine. From c. 1820 to c.1840 as kelping profits receded, commercial pastoralism took an even greater hold than hitherto throughout the Hebrides. On the island of Harris, seven townships ‘were cleared at one stroke’. The whole of the west side, a stretch of forty miles from Rodel to Loch Eisort, was depopulated. ‘Hundreds were dispossessed’.100 A detailed survey of Harris carried out by the estate factor in 1846 described the effect on the island’s social structure:




This Country seems occupied by four classes. 1st Large tenants of Pasture Farms, varying from 35,000 acres downwards, of whom there are only 4 or 5. 2nd. A very poor class of small tenants, with rents varying from SO/- to £9 per annum, these huddled together on the island of Bernera and the East Bays on ground generally of the most miserable description or quite insufficient in extent for their support, but who hitherto maintained themselves by such potatoes and grain as they could raise in their smallholdings. . .101





Similarly in 1826 and 1828 large sheep farms were established in Rhum and Muck.102 In 1841, eleven townships were cleared by Lord Macdonald’s factors in North Dist: ’ . . . unfortunately the fall in the value of kelp renders. . . a change in the management of the North Uist property necessary. . . it becomes necessary that a number of the small tenants be removed and the land let for grazing’.103 Clearances were also veryextensivein this period in Mull, parts of Lewis, South Uistand Skye, especially in the parish of Bracadale.104 Only the islands of Barra, Tiree, Jura and several areas in Lewis apparently remained relatively insulated from the marked increase in eviction and land consolidation which took place in the 1820s and 1830s.105


However, one must resist the temptation to draw a simple and automatic connection between these clearances and the onset of the great crisis of the 1840s. For a start, the Western Highlands was a society already close to the margin of subsistence before the removals took place. Low agricultural productivity, poor climate and primitive transport systems ensured that scarcity and local famines were endured almost as a fact of life in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The severe shortages of the 1690s, 1740, 1751, 1756, 1782-3, 1806-7, 1811 and 1816-17 emphasised the vulnerability of the Highlands to climatic deterioration and ‘exposed the Achilles heel of the regional economy.’106 The strain of population on resources was already so great that in some districts an estimated one-third to one-half of the gross income from cattle sales was expended on the purchase of meal.107 In addition, during the famine of the 1840s there was no necessary or obvious correlation between areas which had experienced sheep clearances and those which experienced the worst levels of distress. In the opinion of the Central Relief Board, the islands of Barra and Tiree suffered most. Yet neither experienced major removals for sheep farming before 1846.108 Similarly, the plight of the people in the interior townships of Knockan and Elphin in Assynt was more serious than that of any of the other communities on the Sutherland estate. However, they had been left untouched by the major evictions which took place on that property in the second and third decades of the nineteenth century.109


Nor can large-scale eviction per se necessarily be regarded as a cause of destitution. The growth of the new system of farming throughout the Scottish Lowlands was itself prefaced by the wholesale removal of many communities of small tenants and cottagers. These ‘clearances’ were the necessary precondition for the regime of more efficient farms which released employment opportunities for some of the dispossessed in the short term and, in the long run, contributed to the growth of both rural and national levels of income.110 It was the same pattern in several parishes in the central and eastern Highlands. The removal of people was accompanied by heavy migration and agrarian improvements which sustained a more secure existence for the minority who remained. The Rev. Thomas Maclauchlan, a bitter critic of the clearance system in the Western Highlands, stressed its different effects elsewhere:




There are districts where eviction has relieved the population who remain, by leaving room for judicious management on the part of the landowners, improving the condition of their tenantry by furnishing them with suitable holdings. In the valleys of the Spey, the Findhom and the Naim, the effect of this is very manifest A decining population had led to a marked amelioration in the appearance of the country and in the condition of the people. In these extensive districts the lands are chiefly held by the native tenantry, but these have received at the hands of judicious and considerate landlords such treatment, as that they have risen rapidly with the general improvement of the country and all parties have been gainers.111





Even in the Western Highlands and Islands, the effects of clearances were very varied. Each series of evictions had its own particular micro-history. Where the bulk of the people who were cleared also emigrated, either at their own expense or supported by their landlords, the social impact would obviously be less damaging than where communities were resettled in already congested townships. Thus 400 left Rhum when their lands were consolidated in 1826.112 Clearances on the estates of Lord Macdonald in Skye and North Uist were also followed by the emigration of 3250 people between 1838 and 1842.113


The social problems associated with clearance did not directly or necessarily derive from evictions alone but depended ultimately on the prevailing local economic conditions and the response of the dispossessed. When examined over the longterm and in a broader historical context, the Clearances were the result rather than the cause of Highland economic weakness and the absence of a structure of employment which would absorb more of the region’s inhabitants in relative economic security. But conditions in the Western Highlands were such that clearances to create sheep farms did at least aggravate social problems. No secure sector of employment emerged to absorb those who lost their land. Indeed, many evictions took place as a response to the contraction of kelping and the uncertainties of fishing. In addition, clearances were not always followed by of all in local population. Where they were, as in Sutherland and the islands of Rhum and Muck, the impact of the potato blight was much less severe than elsewhere.114 Many estates, however, tried to exploit the labour power of the cleared populations by settling them on waste land, on patches of land on the coast and in fishing villages.115 Even when such policies were not enforced there was a generally permissive attitude to subdivision and squatters were allowed to occupy poor tracts of land and scrape a bare subsistence through potato cultivation. Many of those who had lost their holdings clung on at the fringes of the great sheep farms, on inferior land, in congested townships and villages, as cottars rather than tenants.


What made matters worse was that in the view of some contemporary observers it was often the poorest who remained.116 They claimed that those with some means preferred to emigrate to North America or Australia. Some confirmation of the impoverished condition of the victims of clearance who remained at home is available in the evidence of the period. Eleven townships were cleared in Glenelg and large farms created in their place.117 In 1841 the parish’s census enumerator described how, Within the last fifty years all the more affluent inhabitants have emigrated. . . and few remained behind, except such as have not the means of removing, but these are now crowded together on limited portions of the soil, whose produce is entirely inadequate to their support’.118 A few years later an analysis of the social composition of part of the parishpopulationrevealedthatthirty-fivepercentoffamilieshadnoland, fifty-one per cent had one acre or less and only four per cent more than five acres. Seventy-one per cent of families were classified as cottars.119 Evictions seem to have produced similar results in Glenshiel, Arisaig, Lochaber and Torridon.120 Many of those at the bottom of the social scale sought refuge in the small towns of the Western Highlands such as Oban, Tobermory and Stornoway or in the villages of Plockton, Dornie and Ullapool originally built to act as the centres for the great expansion in herring fishing predicted in the later eighteenth century.121


There is little doubt, therefore, that the sheep clearances intensified congestion and promoted destitution in certain districts. But even if the analysis is confined to their short-term effects they were not the only or even the principal causes of poverty. Later analysis will demonstrate that there was a more convincing correlation between areas which had specialised in kelp manufacture and the most profound level of destitution after 1846. This pattern helps to explain why islands such as Tiree and Barra, where there were few large sheep farms before the 1840s, suffered so much during the great destitution while counties like Sutherland, where large-scale pastoral husbandry was dominant, escaped relatively lightly. The fundamental weakness of the society was that indigenous employment opportunities ebbed away while population continued to rise. The sheep clearances aggravated this problem but did not cause it.


Overpopulation


To several observers at the time and some later historians the essential problem of Highland society was the increase in population which had taken place since the later eighteenth century. In this view the crisis which beset the region had been brought about by Malthusian pressures. As Allan Fullarton and Charles Baird argued in 1837: ‘We do not profess to be unqualified Malthusians, yet we much fear that the comparative statement of the population of the Highlands and Islands. . .will strongly tend to confirm the leading doctrines of that unpopular and much maligned sect. At all events it proves that the population has increased with a degree of rapidity seldom exemplified in an old and poor country. . .122 In fact, as Table 1.5 demonstrates, the real rate of growth in West Highland population was in relative terms comparatively modest and in most years between 1801 and 1841 lower than that of England and Wales, Ireland and Scotland as a whole. Only between 1811 and 1821 was the annual average growth rate almost as great as that of Scotland but this was essentially an artificial pattern, temporarily inflated by the return of demobilised soldiers to their homes after the end of the Napoleonic Wars.


Table 1.5. Annual Percentage Population Increase by Region and Country, 1801-40
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Source: After Richards, Highland Clearances, I, 99


Note: The ‘West Highlands’ in these figures refers to the West Highland Survey Area as defined byF. Fraser Darling, West Highland Survey, (Oxford, 1955), 15-17. This is a marginally larger area than the ‘crofting region’ defined above and contains more parishes in ArgyllhirP th, m thP hlttPr


Table 1.6. Emigrationfram West Highland Parishes noted by 1841 Census Enumerators
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Tiree
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‘about 300 annually emigrated from the Island to Cape Breton’
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‘Almost every year for a considerable time back a greater or less number have left for British North America’ c.50
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‘Within last 4 years’










Source: GRO, Census Enumerators’ Schedules, Relevant Parishes, 1841


As Table 1.6 indicates the census enumerators in 1841 noted that emigration was occurring widely throughout the crofting region. The area’s decadal growth rate, which stood at 7.5 per cent, 1801-1811, fell to 6.9 per cent, 1821-31, and 0.2 per cent, 1831-41. Of the sixty parishes in the crofting region, twenty-seven (forty-five per cent) had already reached their maximum population size by the census of 1831. The haemorrhage of people concentrated in specific years of crisis. One recent estimate suggests that between 1840 and 1842, in the aftermath of the poor harvests of 1837 and 1838, the Western Highlands lost three per cent of their 1841 population.123


The experience of a number of different areas, for example Ulster in the eighteenth century and north-east Scotland in the nineteenth century, is a reminder that in itself a growing population of smallholders need not necessarily result in social destitution. The problem in the Western Highlands was not so much a slow increase in population in the early nineteenth century as the development of a gross imbalance between numbers, resources and employment opportunities. The major drawback was the absence of viable industry to provide an alternative to the insecurities of peasant agriculture for the inhabitants of the region. In addition, between 1810 and 1846 some land resources, and especially the arable tracts available to the peasant population, contracted with the expansion of commercial pastoralism. The amount of land which went out of cultivation varied enormously but could be of considerable extent in certain areas. In the parish of Duirnish in Skye, for example, it was estimated that sixty-one per cent of arable once cultivated had disappeared from the holdings of the tenantry by c.1840.124


It may well be that the position was partly alleviated by the gathering pace of emigration. As has been recently argued, ‘Had it not been so, the famine of 1846. . . would probably have been as uncontrollable as it was in parts of Ireland’.125 But the point ought not to be pressed too far. Assisted emigration was often associated with clearance and land consolidation. Not all the dispossessed were able to fund themselves or gain assisted passage to North America and Australia.126 The lands of emigrants were not normally redistributed among the remaining small tenants when their neighbours departed. Emigration, therefore, need not necessarily relieve population pressure. It might, in certain circumstances, intensify it as the poor remnant of cleared communities was moved to inferior land.127 The pace of the exodus also varied significantly between districts.128 Of those parishes which reached their maximum level of population before the census of 1841, the great majority, sixty-three per cent, were on the western mainland and only thirty-seven per cent were in the islands. In the early 1840s, emigration was extensive from North Uist, but limited from the neighbouring island of Lewis. The population of the Small Isles fell from 1620 in 1821 to 993 in 1841 while South Uist rose from 6038 to 7327 over the same period. Congestion and depopulation could clearly coexist side by side as a result of the complicated interplay of landlord policies, clearances and schemes of assisted emigration.129


Despite the increasing volume of emigration there was no mass desertion from the land during the economic crisis which followed the end of the Napoleonic Wars. In 1841 there were 85, 342 more people living in the West Highland Survey Area than the total recorded in the region at Webster’s Census in the 1750s.130 This represented a rise of seventy-four per cent over the period. The growth in emigration was significant, but equally relevant is the fact that depopulation was still limited to Sutherland and a few other districts. Even in areas of heavy emigration, such as Skye and parts of Wester Ross, numbers continued to rise until the 1840s.131 A vital question, therefore, is not simply why the exodus of people began to gather speed after 181 Sbut why it did not do so more rapidly and so ease to a greater extent the social problems of certain parishes of the crofting region.


In the half-century before the potato famine the grip of the majority of the population on the land had not been completely broken. Eviction was more often than not followed by resettlement rather than outright expulsion. No entirely landless class emerged in this period. By the 1840s the Western Highlands was still a peasant society and its members possessed that tenacious attachment to land which is characteristic of all such societies. As the French historian, Pierre Goubert, has remarked, ‘No peasant will voluntarily give up his land, be it only half a furrow’.132 In similar vein, the parish minister of Duirnish in Skye explained how the people’. . . feel a blind and, therefore, a very powerful attachment to the rocks and glens amid which they were brought up – an almost invincible aversion to abandon them’.133 Even grinding poverty could not easily or quickly dissolve these powerful social attitudes. After all, those who lived in the West Highlands had always had to contend with hardship and insecurity. They sought to achieve little more than a modest standard of subsistence. It was usually only in periods of harvest failure and great distress that there was evidence of a marked acceleration in the numbers leaving the region.


Moreover, the productivity of the land continued to increase because of a continued expansion in potato cultivation. As one contemporary noted, ‘. . .the potato has done more to prevent emigration than any device whatever’.134 Temporary migration for work in the Lowlands also became increasingly important.135 It peaked during the months of summer and autumn, the period of greatest hardship in the Highlands, the phase when the old grain and potato harvest had often been consumed and the new had yet to be gathered. While ensuring that there were fewer mouths to feed at this critical time, temporary migration also produced a flow of cash income into the north-west (since seasonal migrants had a very high propensity to save) which was used to buy meal and, to a lesser extent, defray rental payments. This support of the peasant way of life was, however, as insecure as any other and income from temporary migration fluctuated dramatically overtime. Those who went south and east found jobs mainly in casual agricultural or industrial employment, the very sectors in which the labour market was most unstable.


The role of the landlord classes was also relevant. Their control over the land was absolute and they were in a powerful position to promote the movement of people out of the region by eviction, assisted emigration and prevention of subdivision. As has been seen, many proprietors did act in this way and their pursuit of these policies helps to explain the acceleration in out-migration characteristic of the decades after 1815. On the other hand, if all landlords had been intent on maximising their economic opportunities, the exodus of people would undoubtedly have been much more rapid and extensive. Only commercial pastoralism guaranteed secure rentals in the 1820s and 1830s. If the landlord class had placed the profit motive above all else, the crofting sector would have been crushed to an even greater extent than it actually was to accommodate more sheep. Sheep farming would not simply have become dominant but, in theory, might have quickly obtained a virtual monopoly of all Highland land. Emigration did not occur on a greater scale partly because several landlords refused to exploit their economic opportunities to the full and settled instead for a muddled response of partial clearance, inaction, indirect and direct subsidy to the people who lived on their estates and occasional attempts to sponsor assisted emigration.


The reasons why they were unwilling before 1846 to put into effect a strategy of fundamental economic rationalisation varied. Some were reluctant for paternalistic and humanitarian reasons and were discouraged by the unacceptable social costs of total clearance.136 Others could not afford to incur the likely expenses of supporting emigration to North America. By c.1830, most hereditary estates in the Western Highlands were burdened with heavy debts and a process of massive transfer of ownership to new proprietors was already underway. Again, the crofting population had become less vital to the economic health of some properties. As the large sheep farms became established, so the small tenants furnished but a small and declining fraction of total rental.137 Even this minor contribution fell in real terms as arrears accumulated among them in times of hardship. The threat of increased expenditure on famine relief or on poor rates to support the destitute could, and eventually did, compel action to remove the impoverished communities of smallholders.138 As one of the officials associated with Highland relief measures in 1836-7 put it: ‘It is absolutely necessary to have a compulsory provision for the poor. . . not merely that the really necessitous of all classes should be sustained, but also to force landlords and wealthier classes to look more to the improvement of the poor around them, to encourage migration, by paying at least part of the expense thereof, and to make them watch more carefully and take means to prevent in future an increase of a pauper population’.139 But throughout the Western Highlands the Poor Law before 1840 was’. . .little more than a dead letter’.140 As elsewhere in Scotland, the able-bodied had no legal right to relief. In the crofting region even discretionary relief was minimal because only one per cent of crofting parishes had a legal assessment in the early 1840s and only twenty-three per cent a voluntary assessment.141 Any real pressure to thin the population in order to reduce poor law rates in the Western Highlands only became imperative after the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1845 and, even more so, during the potato famine itself.


In the event, therefore, some landlords ironically became associated with policies which indirectly inhibited migration rather than promoted it Three specific factors merit comment. First, on several estates there was considerable tolerance of increasing rent arrears. In effect, this was an indirect subsidy to the small tenantry at the cost to them of increasing insecurity and indebtedness. Table 1.7 identifies the scale of rent arrears on the western section of the Sutherland estate. The pattern there was not exceptional. In Ardnamurchan, in 1838, total arrears had reached £7101 or£ 133 more than the annual book rental.142 In Coigach, arrears varied between 169 per cent and 121 percent of total rental between 1834 and 1841.143 They had increased to £8121 by 1839 on the Skye estates of Lord Macdonald.144 The widespread incidence of arrears suggests that a considerable part of the reduction in regional income after the Napoleonic Wars was being passed on to the landlord class by the small tenants whose principal aspiration remained the traditional one of maintaining a basic level of subsistence. Second, many landlords continued to provide grain in scarce years at cost price, which was initially credited against the rental account but eventually submerged among the accumulation of arrears.145 Third, the decline in the profitability of kelp manufacture did not always have the anticipated demographic consequences because, despite falling returns, kelp continued to be made in several areas until the 1840s. In North Uist, in 1837, 400 families were still engaged in kelping and, in South Uist, 1872 persons.146 Production continued in Tiree, Harris and Lewis on a major scale until the later 1830s.147 One commentator explained:




The price of Kelp bounded downwards; but the fall of price did not tell so rapidly upon the condition of the people as might have been expected, because considerable quantities were continued to be made long after it had ceased to afford a fair immediate profit The employment enabled the labourer to pay his rent, that rent however consequently to be paid in work, or in the draft of fish, and not in money. The circulating medium of exchange has become greatly diminished in the country; and in many cases the society is gradually going backwards into a state ofbarter.148





The maintenance of kelp production in some districts therefore reduced the mobility of the population. It probably also contributed to the perpetuation of subdivision. Since labour power paid the rent and kelping was highly labour-intensive, the small tenantry had a continued vested interest in providing a patch of land for kinfolk who could augment the labour team.149 Landlords were endeavoring to control subdivision in Islay, parts of Skye, Coigach, Canna, Loch Broom and Barra by the 1830s but it continued to flourish in many other areas of the Inner and Outer Hebrides, not least because kelp manufacture endured in several districts.150 Elsewhere it was alleged that the reduction in cattle prices encouraged many small tenants to subdivide their holdings in order to spread the burden of maintaining their rent payments. In western Inverness-shire, ‘. . . when a man becomes unable to pay his rent or to manage his loss, he seeks to lighten his burden without parting with all his interest and accordingly takes a partner into the concern. This is the way in which subdivision has mainly arisen. . .151 It is not hard to understand why some proprietors connived at a practice fraught with potential danger for the future in the hope of extracting a more favourable return from the small tenantry in the short term. But by allowing many of the new generation even a tenuous connection with the land they helped to dissuade large numbers from permanently leaving the Highlands.


Table 1.7. Sutherland Small Tenants, Western Parishes, 1836-46


[image: Illustration]


Source: NLS, Sutherland Estate Papers, Dep. 313/2283-2302


Note: (i) Arrears were writtenoff in 1840


(ii)% = arrears as per cent of annual rental


A Vulnerable Society


The inherent weakness in crofting society was brutally exposed in 1836 and 1837 when two partial but successive failures in the potato and grain crops pushed many of the population to the very edge of mass starvation.152 The deficiency in potatoes ranged from one quarter to one half of the normal crop. Oats failed from one half to two thirds throughout the region. This was a classic subsistence crisis reminiscent of preindustrial times and entirely foreign to the dynamic world of Victorian Britain. A concerned and alarmed government sent a special emissary to the north-west to report on the extent and causes of the disaster. He was Robert Grahame, Professor of Botany in Glasgow University, an early enthusiast of social medicine and a close associate of the social reformer, William Alison. Grahame’s detailed letters to the Treasury in London and his final report provide an authoritative guide to West Highland society in the later 1830s.


He reckoned that the total population of the distressed districts was around 105,000 people. Many communities faced the risk of starvation though conditions varied markedly between areas and social groups. Sutherland had escaped relatively lightly as had much of Wester Ross. The worst affected localities were in Skye and the Outer Hebrides. The cottar classes were most vulnerable but many small tenant families also suffered to a considerable extent.


Grahame recognised that the crop failures were simply the immediate cause of the crisis. The more fundamental factors were long-term influences. The ‘grand cause of the evil’ was that ‘the Population of this part of the country has been allowed to increase in a much greater ratio than the means of subsistence which it affords’. Although emigration was an important safety valve, the number of people in some areas had continued to grow or did not decline rapidly enough in relation to the diminished employment opportunities available in the 1820s and 1830s. The people depended on a narrow and fragile economic structure supported by the potato, subsistence fishing, temporary migration and occasional landlord assistance. It was a precarious way of life which did not produce enough savings in the good years to provide a margin of security in seasons of scarcity. The whole system was likely to be threatened with total collapse when crop failure, even of a partial nature, occurred. In times of shortage the majority of the inhabitants of the distressed districts did not possess the purchasing power to obtain enough alternative supplies of food to avoid severe malnutrition without external assistance. In the event, disaster was averted in 1836-7 by the combined efforts of government, landlords and Lowland charitable agencies. The crisis was a harbinger of the even greater calamity triggered by the potato blight in the following decade.
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