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‘The girl who waits for her young soldier


Learns from the cadence of a song


How deep is her love, how long the waiting.


Sorrow is older than the heart,


Already old when love is young:


The song is older than the sorrow.’


From ‘Maire MacRae’s Song’, Kathleen Raine, 1977
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Ro-ràdh | An Author’s Note


Margaret and Me


Music had been a part of my life since my teenage years in Morayshire, where my father, a well-known local artist and folk singer, inspired me and my sister Shula to perform at ceilidhs and Burns suppers. Classical music (I played the bassoon) and my horses were central to my life, but my connection to Gaelic culture was non-existent. Born in Aberdeen, I was raised in the Scots cultural tradition, barely aware of the word ‘Gaelic’. My introduction to other languages came through classical singing, from performing arias and Lieder, and going to orchestral concerts – yet Gaelic was remote, a distant world I had not yet discovered.


In 1977, age sixteen, I won a scholarship to study in the USA. Immersed in American culture, I attended school in South Portland, Maine, sang gospel songs and experienced life in a bustling household of seven children. A week spent in Boston and New York, capped with a visit to the Boston Pops Orchestra, inspired me to pursue a career in music.


After studying Music and Scottish History at Aberdeen University, I applied for a postgraduate diploma in Librarianship, unaware of how pivotal this would become. My move to the Highlands and enrolling my daughter in a Gaelic playgroup marked my entry into Gaelic culture. Soon, I was singing in Gaelic choirs and diving into a tradition I had never known was part of my heritage.


My relationship with Margaret Fay Shaw began in 1996, when I purchased her Folksongs and Folklore of South Uist. I was attending the inaugural Ceòlas summer school in South Uist at the time. This week of classes, workshops and concerts is devoted to the language and culture of South Uist itself. The book became my Gaelic cultural bible, its songs and descriptions offering a window into a disappearing lifestyle. Margaret’s work deeply resonated with me, her life and music shaping my artistic and academic pursuits.


Over time, my professional Gaelic singing career grew deeply intertwined with the folklore collections amassed by both Margaret and her husband, fellow folklorist John Lorne Campbell, the owner of the isle of Canna and I scoured international sources for Campbell’s immense trilogy of work, Hebridean Folksongs.


In 2011, I visited Canna for the first time, performing at the inaugural Canna Fèis. As I glimpsed Canna House through the trees, I felt an inexplicable connection. My short tour of the house, led by the delightful Magda Sagarzazu, left me yearning to know more. Magda, archivist and ‘daughter’ to John and Margaret, became a mentor and dearest of friends. Her vivid storytelling and dedication to the Campbells’ legacy enriched my understanding of their work. When Magda decided to retire, she took my hands and said, ‘When the job is advertised, you will apply.’ Her faith in me affirmed my deep connection to Margaret’s story.


In 2015, I became the Archivist and House Manager of Canna House. Equipped with skills in information management, Gaelic and music, I dived into the archives with fervour. Magda’s meticulous cataloguing laid a foundation, but also my Gaelic fluency allowed me to uncover new layers of insight, particularly in Margaret’s copious diaries, letters and music. These crucial primary sources brought Margaret’s personality to life: her sharp wit, vivid descriptions and occasional temper. They also revealed a more nuanced side to her work, capturing moments of ordinary life as a young person – broken bicycle chains, the smell of herring, red-cheeked priests – that grounded her extraordinary legacy in reality.


The Canna Archive is a treasure trove of Hebridean life, encompassing around 1,700 sound recordings, a vast library, and an extensive photographic collection. Margaret’s contributions go beyond the 109 songs in Folksongs and Folklore. Her recipes, prayers and proverbs offer a rich cultural tapestry, while her photographs and annotations reveal a storyteller’s eye for detail. Pairing these with John’s correspondence and field notes allowed me to piece together a fuller picture of their work and its significance.


My deep immersion into Margaret’s life also drew on extensive external sources. Her letters and diaries, and the National Trust for Scotland’s archive form the backbone of my research, but I was also inspired by anecdotes from those who knew her.


My artistic endeavours, including the musical production Eun Bheag Chanaidh (Little Bird Blown Off Course), stemmed from this research. Inspired by Margaret’s phrase to describe herself, the project combined archival findings with creative interpretation. Similarly, my Masters project, a ‘Song Cycle’ performed in South Uist, paid tribute to Margaret’s early fieldwork. Through these creative outlets, including this book, I have aimed to ‘fill in the gaps’ Margaret left in her memoir, From the Alleghenies to the Hebrides.


Margaret’s work continues to captivate me, not because she was flawless but because she was human. Her diaries, often peppered with embellishments, reflect the vivid imagination of a storyteller. As Magda once said, ‘Marguerite, she loved to embellish the stories.’ Through my research, I have aimed to balance these creative flourishes with historical accuracy, setting her life in political and social context, drawing on both primary sources and oral histories, and I make no excuse for the in-depth descriptions of her formative years in the Hebrides – these are what makes her life so rich and surprising.
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I extend heartfelt thanks to all who have supported me in following the footsteps of John and Margaret Campbell. To Hugh Andrew and the team at Birlinn for believing in me. To the Sagarzazu family – Nerea, Maite, Paxti, Sandra and dearest friend Joaquin Gironza, Magda’s husband – with whom we shared many wonderful pintxos in the Basque country and on Canna. To Professor Hugh Cheape of Sabhal Mòr Òstaig, who has been my constant source of advice and reassurance. Especially to Neill Campbell, Bruce and Duncan Campbell, and to Maggie Roberts Van Haften for their cherished anecdotes about Aunt Margaret. Thanks to Charlie Roberts for lockdown chats, Andrew Berthoff for Canna picnics, and especially Ray Perman and Fay Young, for wit, memories, encouragement and crisp Txakoli. I am much indebted to the family of Reynolds and Humphrey Stone for the wonderful letters and first-hand stories. Extra special thanks to Paul McCallum and Ceòlas for igniting my passion years ago. To Helen Rodger, a willing companion on many varied and ‘interesting’ research trips in Scotland, Canada and the USA. I am indebted to Charles and Ann Fraser for their guidance and stories of Canna past.


I am indebted to the National Theatre of Scotland, especially Caroline Newall, for believing in Little Bird, also to my inspiring academic colleagues Professor Rob Dunbar, Dr Margaret Bennett, Davie Scott and Dr Kathryn Burnett. To John Purser, Gillebride Macmillan and John Shaw for their wisdom. To my NTS colleagues Claire Meredith, Pat Wigston, the late Mel Houston, and to Penny Burgess, South Uist’s ‘Queen of Scones’.


To Kathleen Raine’s literary executor, Brian Keeble, for granting permission to use her work, my incredibly inspiring creative collaborators and friends Yvonne Lyon, Raine Clarke and Lynn Knott, who joined me in many artistic ventures on Canna. To Aart and Amanda Lastdrager, our first island friends; Colin and David of Tighard, who helped us settle into island life; Ylva, for memories of a beautiful island wedding; Karen and Donald Shaw, for their companionship during Covid; Cathy Ann MacPhee, my song-swapper and fount of Gaelic knowledge. To my friends Gordon and Julie Galloway, for friendship on Canna. My friend from Easdale, Alex MacRae, great nephew of the MacRae sisters from South Uist, for his stories of ‘The Aunties’. My gratitude to Canna colleagues Catriona Patience and Glyn Young for all their support, and to Alexander Bennett, who first sent me to Canna and insisted I meet Magda. To all our Canna visitors, who sat patiently whilst I told the Campbells’ story, sometimes for hours.




To travel companions, sounding boards and long-suffering friends Dave and Carol Greer, Patsy and Gordon Millar. To filmmaker Jo De Sylva and to Margaret Cameron, MG Alba, for her help in locating long-hidden broadcasts. Friends Fiona and Tilo for Canna Hogmanays. To Seonag Anderson for her wit and wisdom. To the people of Canna – Gerry and Murdo, in particular. To the National Trust for Scotland, for taking me to Canna and for the licence for image reproduction. To my long-suffering family, for enduring my rants about Margaret and John, and who also embraced many weather-extended holidays on Canna; to Katie and James for their creativity and musical inspiration, and to Euan and Isla for many sessions of emotional support and academic writing advice. To Kenneth, Gemma, wee Aoife and Duncan, and to cousin Scottie B and Pat MacLeod for their encouragement in all things TV. To my sister Shula, for her camera skills and frequent support on research trips, and her husband Scott, the island’s serendipitous plumber. To all my canine companions – Breac, Mac, Brahan, Canna, Marag and Haggis – who shared the island’s magic with us.


To the people of South Uist who inspired this whole story.


Above all, to Donald, my proofreader, barista and wine-bearer whose belief in me has been my greatest strength.


The legacy of John and Margaret Campbell is a testament to the richness of Hebridean culture. Their work preserves a way of life that might otherwise have been lost. As the last archivist with a direct link to the Campbells, through Magda, I feel a profound responsibility to continue their story. Margaret’s life, from her formative years in Pennsylvania to her time on Canna, offers a window into a world of music, storytelling and cultural preservation. It has been my privilege to contribute to that legacy, to uncover new facets of her work and to share her remarkable story with the world, with this, a very, very personal study of Margaret and her work, something for which I give no excuse. There is more than a little piece of me in each chapter I write.


I have begun each chapter with a phrase or line from a poem, song or piece of writing which is significant to Margaret’s story. Any phrase in quotation marks not referenced is taken directly from her diaries. Any other words or phrases which may strike as ‘unusual’ or a bit ‘odd’, such as Scotch, candy or dandy, will have been taken from her writings. I have not changed or sanitised her delightful American vernacular at all. Her spelling is her own!


Tapadh leibh, a’ Mhairead is Magda coir, tha mi fada nur comain.










Facal-tòiseachaidh | Foreword


I have collected a few words of introduction from people who either knew Margaret (or Mairead, the Gaelic equivalent, as many of the South Uist folk knew her) or whose lives have been touched by her in some way, whether through song or word, as family or friend. I thought these would mean more than a traditional, formal foreword; these are from the people Margaret spent her life working for.


‘I don’t get to play many Steinway pianos, and while you could argue that Margaret’s Steinway piano is “just another Steinway”, it’s not. When I play it, melodies and myths are conjured from ancient places. Is it Annie I’m hearing, or Pèigi or Màiri? Are the resonances I hear the poetry of Kathleen Raine or Magda’s laughter? Is it Chopin or the sweet melancholy of “An Gille Donn” played by Margaret herself? As a songwriter, with little Gaelic, to have been introduced to these women and to have the privilege to enter into their story and their song is deeply profound. I feel it when I stand at Hallan too. Fiona has generously ignited the flame for me and so many other artists to enjoy and respond creatively to an incredible heritage, just as Margaret did. I am grateful to have found a voice in this precious chorus of birdsong, in the apple trees and the willow, among the living legacy and along the shoreline of curlews and oystercatchers.’


– Yvonne Lyon, singer/songwriter/artist, Inverclyde


‘Mairead Chanaigh: Though small in stature, Mairead’s contribution to the world of Gaelic and to the preservation of South Uist music is immeasurable. Her approach to the dictation of word and to the notation of music was one of complete honesty: she would sometimes make the contributor sing one piece ten times to ensure its accuracy.


‘But why was she welcomed so openly by a community which would normally carefully guard its privacy? ‘I am classless.’ Being classless allowed her to become one of the family. It was not a persona she adopted; she truly did become one of us. Mairead immersed herself in the daily life of the glen, not only in its strenuous croft work, but also in the faith and spirituality of its people; she attended services in both the Church of Scotland and Roman Catholic churches. By doing so, she was able to understand the inextricable links between the people, their work, music and faith.


‘As the years took their toll and her failing sight made reading and writing more difficult, the strength and determination of her “Pennsylvanian steel” shone through, enabling her to maintain correspondence with the people of the glen by dint of her ancient typewriter.


‘The love we had for her and she for us was never more visible than on the occasion of her 100th birthday, when we hired The Swan, an old Shetland fishing boat, to sail us to Canna. Conversing, playing the piano and singing transported Mairead back to her beloved Uist that day. Her delight was plain for all to see. A short year later she was to pay us the ultimate compliment: she requested to be buried “amongst the people that loved me, and I loved them”. Twenty years later she is still fondly spoken of as one of our own.’


– Paul McCallum, North Glendale, November 2024


‘Whilst John and Margaret were very welcoming to children as quick day-visitors to Canna House – and Pepsi, not Coke, was always offered, as well as hot cocoa at appropriate times – they did not have children to stay. So, on our visits as children (with parents) we stayed elsewhere and visited. I think that probably suited the children as well as John and Margaret. It was only later, when I was visiting on my own from age about twenty, I think, that I stayed in the House and was made very welcome. Very like being at home with family in many ways, though topics were different. My mother and Margaret got along extremely well. Father had a good relationship with John – they seemed to treat each other as equals, though John was ten years older. I spent many hours and days in the library, delving into almost everything, as well as the family material – I was always a bookworm. Winter evenings involved much playing of rummy (the scoring to 6 with Margaret) and helping with a jigsaw before or after lunchtime or late afternoon. Despite her eyesight issues, which hindered reading, she remained good at fiendish jigsaws. When we were younger, John produced his Mickey Mouse and other cartoon books, which kept us amused.’


– Neill Campbell, ‘Young Inverneill’


‘When our family was on Canna, Margaret often took a nap after lunch. One day, she rose from the table to go upstairs, John followed, and I tagged along, stopping in the hall outside their bedroom. Margaret stretched out on the bed, John covered her with a quilt and gave her a kiss. I witnessed this loving gesture not only on subsequent days on Canna, but also when they were together in Glenshaw and Muskegon. I found this to be a display of genuine love and affection. It is this memory that is the lasting impression of Aunt Mag and Uncle John.’


– Maggie Bruce Roberts Van Haften, Margaret’s great niece


‘I was very privileged to have been given a tour of Canna House by the very informative and passionate archivist Fiona J. Mackenzie. A wonderful couple of hours of immersion in Margaret’s life and work. My interest in Margaret’s life and work started at a very young age, having learnt “O Mo Dhùthaich”, collected by Margaret for Folksongs and Folklore of South Uist, for the National Mòd in 1982 and then years later became a Gàidhlig singing instructor myself, for Uist and Barra schools, where I continued to teach her songs. Thank you, Margaret, for your love of South Uist people, songs, traditions, language and culture.’


– Penny Burgess, tradition bearer/singer, Daliburgh, South Uist




‘Margaret Fay Shaw’s life and work has left us with a precious gift. The songs, stories and lore that she collected gives us a glimpse into a rich culture that has now largely disappeared from our everyday lives. However, she did not just collect, but rather she became a member of the community. The love and affection that she showed was then shown to her by Uist and the wider Gaelic community. This is a testament to someone who did not take, but rather gave so many of us access to the songs and culture of our ancestors. Sometimes it takes someone from outside to really appreciate what a community has and Margaret’s enduring legacy is in giving a community confidence to continue to tell their stories, to sing their songs, and to be proud of their traditions and customs.’


– Gillebride MacMillan, singer/composer/lecturer/ broadcaster, South Uist


‘Margaret Fay Shaw’s book was like a bible of songs and stories for me. It was the first book of Gaelic songs I had bought, and how hard it was to save from my meagre wages to buy it! But that book took me on journeys I had only dreamt about. And honestly, I have tried a few of the healing remedies. I can only wish that I had walked in her shoes to produce the masterpiece of her book. My copy is frayed at the edges, and I am guilty of writing notes in it. It will remain with me always when I need ideas.’


– Cathy Ann Macphee, singer/tradition bearer, Barra/Nova Scotia


‘While researching material for my composition “Dol Fodha Na Grèine” in South Uist, I wasn’t getting anywhere until Mairi MacInnes (Bornais) lent me her first edition of Margaret’s book. I spent the next few days going through it, notating each page and finding the original recordings on Tobar an Dualchais. At first I thought the songs weren’t very musical, but the more I listened, the more beautiful they became. Margaret had the vision to write these songs down and make sure the original singers were recorded – what an incredible gift that has been for people like me, trying to understand our tradition today.’


– Simon Thoumire
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Freumhan | Roots


Pittsburgh


In time Thomas Wilson Shaw prospered. He built a church in a field near his house and set aside a piece of ground for his grandson, my father, to build a house. There I was born, the youngest of five daughters.


– From the Alleghenies to the Hebrides, Margaret Fay Shaw


In 1783, shortly after the American Revolutionary War ended, George Shaw of Craigtown near Stirling, Scotland, said farewell to his three sons – John, Alexander and Peter – as they departed from Gourock on the Clyde river. Accompanying them were their sisters, Elizabeth and Grizzel, along with Alexander’s four sons. Like many Scots seeking opportunity abroad, they were drawn to America, a land promising prosperity and refuge from the political, economic and social struggles of their homeland.


The family endured a challenging sea journey, landing in Philadelphia before splitting paths. One brother remained in the city, while the others moved west to the Alleghenies near Pittsburgh. By 1787, they settled in the Forks of the Ohio river, an area that had recently seen British victory over French forces, opening the region to waves of immigrants. At that time, Pittsburgh was a modest village of 700 inhabitants.


This marked the beginning of the Shaw family’s steel-making legacy. Peter found work as a tanner, and by 1790 he purchased 400 acres near Meadville, Pennsylvania – a burgeoning steel hub. Meanwhile, John and Alexander stayed in Pittsburgh, establishing a vital iron-foundry business producing farm and kitchen tools. In 1792, they acquired land at Pine Creek, where Colonel George Woods had once lived, and built homes and a sawmill to support their ventures. The family’s renowned work ethic and resourcefulness drove their success, with John even constructing a log sawmill when local lumber was too costly.


John married Elizabeth Wilson in 1795, and their first son, Thomas Wilson Shaw, was born the following year. Family lore claims John cast the first cannon used west of the Alleghenies during the War of 1812, possibly linking the family to Admiral Oliver Hazard Perry. Perry’s famous dispatch to President Madison – ‘We have met the enemy and they are ours’ – reportedly resonated through family ties.


Thomas Wilson Shaw, Margaret Fay Shaw’s great-grandfather, embodied the industrious spirit of his lineage. He operated three coal mines and constructed his own mule-drawn railroad to transport coal to Spang’s Mill in Etna, avoiding expensive contractors. Additionally, he built a machine shop producing sickles from Russian steel for settlers, which became widely known and were transported via river rafts to cities like New Orleans. Margaret recalls in her ‘Account of the Shaw Family’ in the Canna Archives that on one such trip Alexander Shaw married a French woman from Baton Rouge before returning to the Ohio River, an international connection of which she was always proud.


Thomas’s hand-crafted sickle design was a point of family pride, with one example still preserved today. His factory, later repurposed as a church and polling station, became a cornerstone of the Glenshaw community, named for the family. In 1824, Thomas married Sarah Scott, daughter of Colonel Samuel Scott of Perrysville, and their substantial brick home in Sewickley, built with handmade bricks and stone hauled locally, became a familial and historical landmark.


Margaret Fay Shaw treasured her family’s stories, including that a nephew of the American pioneer and frontiersman Daniel Boone, had served as stonemason for their home. The imposing ten-bedroom house, with its white picket fence and views of steam trains thundering through nearby tunnels to exotic places far beyond, was a haven for Margaret during her tumultuous childhood. It sparked her early curiosity about the wider world and the resilience of her heritage.


Margaret’s grandfather, Dr Thomas Shaw, carried the family’s legacy into new domains as a respected physician and surgeon at the Battle of Gettysburg in 1863. Known for his dedication and philanthropy, he also created Dr Shaw’s Little Black Devils purge pills, still produced into the twentieth century. His black leather pocketbook, with its preserved prescription pad, remained one of Margaret’s prized possessions.


Her father, Henry Clay Shaw, continued the family’s steel tradition, working at the Garrison Foundry Machine Company in Pittsburgh. Although he dreamed of a career in art, familial expectations led him to engineering. Margaret recalled visiting the mill as a child, both awed and terrified by the glowing open-hearth furnaces, like the doors to hell, a memory etched in her mind as a symbol of the family’s industrious legacy. She loved to watch the fiery molten gold pour in, making sand patterns for the rolls for cornflakes and tin foil for Peter’s Chocolate. Cornflakes first hit the market in 1906, when Margaret was three years old. She was more interested, even at that early age, in the animals around her; she was entranced by the velvety-nosed mules who pulled the heavy loads. Despite their size, they would bend their heads gently so she could stroke their soft muzzles.


Her father also worked on the construction of the Panama Canal in 1911 and one of Margaret’s most prized possessions was a leather-bound photograph of her father on the deck of the ship he worked on, taken in 1911. The photograph was a constant companion to Margaret and took pride of place on every mantelpiece where she lived as an adult: Tigh Màiri Anndra in South Uist, Northbay in Barra, and then Canna House on the island of Canna.


Henry Clay Shaw, a Rensselaer graduate, married his sweetheart, a fellow art and literature lover, Fanny Maria Patchin, on 1 October 1889 in Manhattan, New York. They built a home for their family on ground close to the original ‘Big House’ gifted to him by his grandfather, Thomas.


In her autobiography From the Alleghenies to the Hebrides, Margaret describes her mother as ‘a New England Yankee from Vermont, where breeding and mental ability were what mattered’. Consequently, Fanny was somewhat unsettled by the reliance on wealth in Pittsburgh, rather than intellect, which came more naturally to her, and she struggled for many years with intermittent deep depressions because of this. She was of English stock, her maternal ancestor Joseph Patchin having come over as a servant from England in 1640. Many of Margaret’s earliest memories are closely bound to those family steel and society connections. The Patchins gradually married into wealthy families and became an established New England ‘family’ themselves. Henry and Fanny had five children in 13 years, all girls: Martha, Caroline, Katherine (Kay), Elizabeth (Biddy) and Margaret.


Margaret recounted her early childhood years spent between the two houses in Shaler Township as very happy and carefree ones, playing in all corners of the lush gardens, and climbing the giant elms and maple trees, jumping into the ‘crick’ (Pine Creek) in the heat of the summer, where she and her sisters (when they could be bothered with the pesky younger sibling) caught crayfish and shrieked at occasional water snakes.1 The crick also provided good skating opportunities in the frozen depths of a Pennsylvanian winter. They would hide in the large hayloft and crawl along high beams before leaping off onto the huge haybales. Her cats were an eternal source of pleasure and companionship for her, although her mother was not fond of them. They were all given Old Testament names; her favourite was Tiglath-Pilezar. Tiglath was to become a traditional name for some of the cats who presided over Canna in Margaret’s adult life. Margaret’s great-aunt Ellen, who lived at Glenshaw itself, was also very fond of cats and took great pride in explaining to Margaret that the reason her toms grew to be such an extraordinary size was because she always heated their milk in a tin cup on the stove. She also had a much-loved dog called Rip; when he died, he was buried at the edge of the crick in a lovely spot. Ellen said that when she died she wanted to be buried there with him, with the headstone inscription: ‘Here lies Aunt Ellen, doggone her, let her Rip!’2


Margaret’s early life was filled with the lively company of animals, both wild and tame, around the family home. Alongside cats and dogs, pesky raccoons from the surrounding woods played a starring role in her childhood tales. Despite their habit of nibbling through half the corn in the fields before moving to the next stalk, her father staunchly forbade anyone from hunting them. Margaret fondly remembered one particularly clever raccoon who became so tame he lived in a pen built around a large garden tree. A fastidious little character, he would wash everything he ate – whether bread or crayfish – in a pan of water before dining.


Life at the Big House offered endless adventures, from tending animals to helping with homestead chores. Margaret especially cherished making apple butter from the orchard’s Northern Spy apples. The process involved simmering apples, cinnamon, spices and sugar for hours over an outdoor wood fire until the concoction turned a rich, ruddy brown. Though she never found a comparable recipe in a cookbook, the memory of the communal effort stuck with her.


One copper cauldron in particular came with its own bit of lore. Margaret recounted that their neighbour, Mrs Heinz, once borrowed the cauldron to boil up her first batch of ketchup from a glut of tomatoes – a delightful story, though perhaps apocryphal. Intriguingly, Canna House today retains three large copper and brass pans, a tangible link to these tales and the vibrant spirit of Margaret’s childhood.


The ‘help’, as Margaret described the household staff, were truly part of the family and Margaret spent countless hours in the company of Maria Nash, the cook, her son Louie, who was the gardener, his wife Birdie, who helped in the kitchen, and their little boy, Harry. Louie told many stories of his father, who had been a slave on a Virginian plantation, having come originally from Nigeria. Harry was the same age as Biddy and so spent much time playing with the girls.


It was in the Big House that Margaret began to develop an affinity for what would no doubt be termed today ‘Celticism’, an all-encompassing idea of all that is connected to a supposedly ancient Celtic past. Every winter, the aunts would employ the services of ‘Irish Katy’ to assist in the house. She would then regale the children with her stories of leprechauns and other faeries. Katy would disappear every spring as suddenly as she had appeared, and no word would be heard from her till the following autumn. No one knew where she went, and to Margaret’s young and inventive mind she believed that Katy was indeed one of those faerie people. Winter adventures at home and in the Big House also included dealing with the intense cold of a Pennsylvania climate, which included leaving bananas on the windowsills to freeze overnight to be chipped off as banana ice chips as a morning treat.


Margaret began school at seven but showed little interest in academic pursuits, her passions firmly rooted in her cats and her piano. Despite her obvious fascination with music, formal lessons were reserved for her elder sister, Caroline, who was deemed the more promising musician. Margaret, undeterred, took matters into her own hands. Forbidden from playing the piano, she would wait until Caroline was out of the house to lift the lid and tentatively pick out melodies. Her first triumph, Caroline’s current study, ‘All Through the Night’, a nineteenth-century Welsh song composed by John Ceiriog Hughes, astonished Louie, who was polishing the stairs at the time. This tune truly marked the start of her self-taught musical journey.


Her father eventually recognised her talent and began to encourage her musical pursuits, which became a shared joy between them. Together, they attended local recitals and concerts, her most vivid memory being a performance by The Sousa Band in Pittsburgh. Though too young to grasp the cultural significance of such diverse titles as ‘The Stars and Stripes Forever’, composed by Sousa himself, or Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2, Margaret’s inherent musicality gave her the skills to memorise the melodies and later match them to their names, trying to recreate them by ear on the piano.


Her love for music extended to the family phonograph, a gift from her father to her mother. While she enjoyed the cheerful songs of the time, she avoided the melancholy ones, as they often moved her to tears, revealing her deeply emotional connection to music even from a young age.


Margaret’s keen ear for music was perhaps reflected in her deeply aural perception of the world. From a young age, she instinctively described life through its sounds. She painted vivid pictures with words: the grind of the coffee mill each morning, the squeak of wagon wheels in icy weather, the crack of ice on the creek like a gunshot, the whistles and bells of clanking trains echoing through the Glenshaw valley. Sound was a constant thread in her life, surrounding her from every direction. Even in her later years on Canna, she continued to capture the auditory essence of her surroundings, describing the shrieking and calling of gulls above Canna House, or seals in the bay, with the same detail.


Tragically, Margaret’s mother, Fanny, who suffered from depression, died at the young age of 48 in April 1911 as the result of an incident. Her clothing caught fire on the gas grate in the kitchen and she died at home several days later due to ‘burns of the lower parts of her body’.3 Margaret, aged seven, was devastated, as were all the girls and their father, who never really recovered fully from Fanny’s death. Consequently, Henry decided to move the family from Glenshaw to Sewickley, 20 miles away, on the Ohio river, where he had sisters and brothers to help him with the girls. Grief-stricken, he immersed himself in rebuilding a new home for the family there, and young Margaret often found herself alone and bewildered at this strange new life that surrounded her. It took Margaret many months to reconcile herself to living in a house so far removed from the familiarity and comfort of Glenshaw, but it was also here, in a house across the street, that she was able to develop her listening musical ear. Mr and Mrs Hersperger, the neighbours, were more than delighted to let Margaret come into the parlour and listen to the finest musicians and singers of their time, including Enrico Caruso and Fritz Kreisler, on their impressive Victrola record player. Meanwhile, the neighbour on the other side, Mr Hendel, would play Brahms waltzes on the piano for as long as Margaret wanted him to. Mr Hendel features more significantly later in Margaret’s story.


Gradually her own piano playing improved – although without exception in either 6 sharps or 5 flats, an indication perhaps of her natural inclination towards ‘the black notes’, the pentatonic scale, on which most Gaelic songs are based. Eventually she began to play for the dancers attending Miss Molly Chaplin’s Dancing Class, and from there she was sent to formal lessons with a piano teacher in Sewickley. With him, she learned to read music through playing duets, a passion she retained until very late in life.


Margaret’s father died suddenly ‘due to an attack of acute indigestion’ (the death certificate lists cause of death as angina) on 26 September 1915 in Sewickley, at the tragically young age of 60, and was buried in Glenshaw. Henry’s house in Sewickley was sold to provide for the girls, but it was to take years for the estate to be settled and so the siblings moved to an apartment close by, with Margaret’s older sister, Martha, taking on the role of parent to the younger Biddy and Margaret. Katherine was by this time working as a bacteriologist, and Caroline fled back to live at Glenshaw, away from the ‘scrutiny of relatives’ whom all of the sisters found overprotective and claustrophobic.


After her parents’ deaths, Margaret’s aunts often described her as a ‘difficult child’. Consumed by shyness and grief, she struggled to connect with peers and found little solace in formal education, except for her love of piano – a passion no one viewed as a viable career path.


In 1918, aged 14, it was decided she would benefit from the structure of boarding school. She was sent to the prestigious Baldwin School, in Bryn Mawr near Philadelphia, to a smaller ‘House’ where her sisters had studied. Known for its distinguished yellow linen uniforms with sailor collars, Margaret there found a measure of happiness. Though unremarkable academically, she excelled in music. Under the tutelage of the talented Miss Bertha Harding, her piano skills blossomed. Harding encouraged her to attend recitals by celebrated composers and conductors, including Rachmaninoff, Percy Grainger and Ossip Gabrilowitsch, leaving her enthralled.


These formative experiences fuelled her love of music, later reflected in her life on Canna. Margaret meticulously saved every concert programme and poster, a habit she maintained throughout her life, preserving all the memories of her musical inspirations.


Music was generally the main topic of all her correspondence with friends and family ‘back home’. The Shaws were good friends with the well-known Hendel family of Reading, PA, and Margaret formed a corresponding relationship with the son, James Monroe Hendel. He was ten years older than Margaret, but they shared their mutual interest in music through frequent letters, discussing and dissecting their favourite concerts and composers. Being a hardworking academic chemist himself,4 he encouraged her to work hard at her music, although in a letter in December 1918 he advised her to ‘only work as hard as you play – as Roosevelt used to do’.


In later life, Margaret would often tell visitors, TV presenters or journalists that once a ‘friend’ had given her the best piece of advice she could ever have in life. It was indeed James who exhorted her most strongly in that same letter to ‘Never let anyone else do your thinking for you . . . don’t let them spoil life for you. No one knows very much about anything & you are just as apt to be as right as they are. Don’t take anybody’s statement as absolute truth; there are exceptions to everything we know about & the more you rely on your own observation & judgement, the more your brain will develop, although of course you will make many mistakes . . . We all do that, but lots of people let others do their thinking for them.’


It was believed that more individualised attention might help Margaret overcome the shyness and embarrassment she felt in large classes, and to some extent this proved true. She enjoyed her time at the school, joining in lively high jinks with the other girls and throwing herself wholeheartedly into arts activities, such as drama. Academic subjects like Greek and algebra, however, held no appeal for her. She considered algebra a complete waste of time and her patient teacher eventually abandoned the effort.


Margaret left the ‘Misses Kirk School happier’, yet her family remained uncertain about her future. The question of what path her life should take lingered until 1920, when a letter arrived from a family friend, the Reverend Doctor Hugh Hodge. A minister on a three-year church mission in Scotland, Doctor Hodge had left America a year earlier with his family. Margaret’s uncle, George Shaw, regarded him as a trustworthy and respectable temporary guardian.


Doctor Hodge proposed that Margaret attend school in Scotland alongside his daughter, Beatrice, for a year. He believed that new surroundings and fresh experiences might help Margaret focus on her studies – whether musical or academic – and bring her some much-needed peace of mind.


The family hesitated at first, but Margaret’s old neighbour, ‘Aunt’ Tony Hartwell, ultimately persuaded them. Drawing on her extensive travels across Europe, Aunt Tony convinced them that this was the right moment for Margaret to find her path. After much discussion, the family agreed, hoping the experience would provide the clarity Margaret needed.


In 1920, it was decided Margaret should return to Scotland – the Old Country, as it was still called in places like Nova Scotia – in the hope that the change would help ‘sort her out’. She was sent to St Bride’s School in Helensburgh, founded in 1895 to offer girls an education that balanced social expectations with higher learning. Progressive in its approach, St Bride’s provided Margaret with a pivotal year that shaped her future.


That year marked Pennsylvania’s loss and Scotland’s gain.
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An Turas | The Journey


Coming to Scotland


Set sail one o clock on the Columbia. Had a very queer feeling at first but it soon passed away. My roommate, Miss Agnes Niven, is a teacher, thoroughly Scotch. We haven’t had much to do except walk the deck and lounge on the steamer chairs. The weather is fine and the Atlantic like a mill pond. You would never know the boat moved except for an un-appetising little tremor.


– Margaret Fay Shaw’s diary, 1920


How did Margaret, a shy, sheltered 16 year old who had never even seen the ocean, manage to cope with such a monumental journey from the her leafy city suburb home in the States to a small seaside town in Scotland? The voyage would have been daunting for anyone, especially in the aftermath of the First World War and amid the uncertainty of the Spanish flu pandemic. Yet this young woman from a privileged, protected background set out on what would become a life-changing adventure.


What was to become Margaret’s lifelong love affair with the Hebrides began on a blustery day at Hoboken port, New York. On Saturday, 11 September 1920, on a ship crewed largely by Scots destined for the city of Glasgow, the SS Columbia of the Anchor line set sail.


The summer had been spent in feverish anticipation of the voyage. Margaret was equipped with a new wardrobe to suit a Scottish winter. Having said goodbyes to sisters and aunts that left her unsurprisingly feeling a little, in her words, ‘queer’, Margaret settled herself into her shared first-class cabin. Her home for the 12-day voyage had a ‘box bed’, as Margaret called it, with floral curtains and an individual porcelain water basin that would be filled with hot water in the morning by the cabin stewards. Her cabin mate, Miss Niven from Edinburgh, did not appear to be overly enthusiastic about Margaret’s natural teenage excitement. Margaret thought she was terribly ‘old’ and must have been about 45. The ship’s manifest showed that Miss Niven was 61.


Margaret had borrowed an uncle’s camera to take on the trip and she began documenting her travels early on, asking fellow passengers to take images of herself on deck with her travelling companions. Margaret appeared completely at ease both in front of and behind the camera.


One of Margaret’s first actions onboard was to find someone her own age with whom to share adventures. She happened upon a girl on deck called Anna ‘Cabell’ Marshall, from Edinburgh, who was ‘nice but enjoying moist misery’, presumably overcome with homesickness. It would have been usual for such a young girl to feel a little homesick and alone, but Margaret’s determination not to give in to that affliction was quite evident already from her diary entries.


It is apparent from Margaret’s writing at this stage that she was very much in the process of developing a style, experimenting in the ways that she would tell stories in a characteristically naive and unsophisticated fashion. In many ways, the feelings, words and ideas that she committed to her diary could have been a direct communication to her own intellectual mind, as if she was writing to herself, using the same vernacular as she would in her normal everyday speech. American phrases of the time would creep in, which help the reader to really transport themselves into the world in which Margaret was living, giving a sense of time and place. It was also not uncommon in these early commitments to paper to find her addressing her reader as ‘you’, but in effect meaning herself.




In her first few hours onboard, she was rescued from the worry of succumbing to those miseries of homesickness when she was delighted to find a telegram in her cabin from her sister Martha and husband Paul, and even more so when a posy of roses to decorate her cabin appeared from them both. In her letter of reply to Martha, she said that she managed to make them last till she reached Scotland. Her love of the descriptive word even then made its presence, when she included lines from the Rudyard Kipling poem ‘When the cabin portholes are dark and green’, describing what it feels like to be seasick!1


She wrote of her feelings of patriotism on passing the Statue of Liberty, which she called the ‘Goddess’ of Liberty, adding that she was indeed so glad to be an American. This love of her homeland stayed with her throughout her life, although she loved Scotland and her life there. Even as late as 2003, in a television documentary she vehemently declared her American patriotism, whilst acknowledging that Scotland had been kind to her and was where she felt her heart to lie.


Analysing her dates and modes of travel, we might conclude that it is also entirely possible that Margaret Fay Shaw was one of the first American females to travel internationally on a solo journey as what we might now refer to as an ‘emancipated woman’. Also significant is the fact that she was allowed to travel when the 1918–20 Spanish flu pandemic was ongoing, at a time when almost one third of the global population had been infected.


Margaret’s family must have been quite sure that she would not catch the virus (or perhaps she had already had it), as the particular strain of the virus at that time was known to predominantly affect the young adult population.2


The month before Margaret embarked for Scotland, America marked what became known as Women’s Equality Day. On 26 August 1920, American women won the right to vote, ushering in the 19th Amendment to the US Constitution.3 Even after this, meeting a woman travelling solo was uncommon. Only unmarried women could get a passport with their birth name; if a married woman applied for her own passport to travel alone, it would still arrive in her husband’s name, for example, Mrs John Doe. So, just a few days after women’s emancipation, Margaret, a lone 16 year old, found herself in this unusual and somewhat uncertain situation.


As a lone minor, it was necessary of course for her to be nominally placed in the care of an adult who would be responsible for her. The person entrusted with Margaret’s care was a Mrs Brothers, also living in Pittsburgh, who carried a mop of white curls and, as Margaret remembered, many gold teeth. Mrs Brothers was probably glad of the excuse of having a travelling companion, albeit nominally, given the novelty at this point of the female emancipation journey. It gave both females a sense of security in an unfamiliar set of circumstances. In the end, Margaret ended up barely encountering Mrs Brothers on the ship and was largely left to her own devices.


Margaret’s uncle George had given her a present of six gold sovereigns, which would today be worth about £2,500, but he told her to hide them for fear of confiscation at UK customs. She stuck them to the bottom of her bar of soap in her toilet bag.


Even at this early stage Margaret was experimenting with her new-fangled hobby of photography using her uncle George’s borrowed camera. She noted down that they had seen a four-masted schooner and managed to take a distant, slightly burred image of it. She spent her first days at sea lounging around on the steamer chairs and walking the deck, seeking out potential companions.


The ship itself was one of the largest transatlantic steamers of the time, with three funnels, three decks, two masts and accommodation for a total of just over 1,300 passengers. Margaret’s first evening was unremarkable, with the sea as calm as a mill pond, apart from that ‘unappetizing little tremor’, indicating that the ship was moving. Her use of adjectives was very much an experiment at this time.


The highlight of the evening’s entertainment was watching the steerage passengers dancing Irish jigs on deck with the stars to light them. A slight touch of homesickness struck Margaret when one of the men played the tune ‘Beautiful Ohio’ on his hurdy-gurdy. She wrote to Martha in her letter that she had always hated ‘that thing’ (the accordion), but on this night she declared that it was up alongside her beloved Rachmaninoff Preludes.


Her diary entry for Sunday, 12 September notes that they had in fact travelled 294 miles overnight. She had not slept much, due to the fact that the ship’s engines seemed to be directly under her bed and that the crew had apparently spent at least eight hours scrubbing the deck right outside her window! She had found her sea legs, however, unlike many of the passengers who, by this time, were beginning to suffer the rigours of seasickness, or as Margaret wrote quite passionately in her diary ‘everyone looks right seedy’.4 Margaret and Miss Niven opted to take a ‘good, hot sea salt bath’5 and walk the deck for miles.


Margaret determined to overcome her natural shyness with her shipmates and made a point of speaking to as many people as she could – finding great entertainment in discussion with a Mr Walden, who was making his 64th crossing, which she found fascinating, absorbing all the stories of his seafaring adventures.


She does not seem to have been as troubled by the effects of an approaching storm as many of her companions, instead preferring to keep her diary up to date. The unsettled weather continued without abating for several days, which Margaret found tiresome, as many passengers were confined to cabins.


She was unexpectedly installed as a veterinary nurse, caring for a weary petrel (or as Margaret called it, one of ‘Tiny Mother Carey’s chickens’), which she found stranded on the deck. Ever the angel of animal welfare, she decided to look after it under her bed until it was well again, much to Miss Niven’s disgust. She whiled away evenings playing poker (always losing) with another Scot, Mr Douglas from St Louis, in the fervent hope that the rather nice-looking young deck steward would give her some winning tips.


She enjoyed the company of Anna, after she had recovered from seasickness, and was delighted to have at last someone around of the same sort of age as herself with whom to swap stories of birds, cards, quoits and dishy young men. Both girls were tremendously excited when they spied Cape Race Lighthouse some eight miles away and realised that that was the last land before Ireland, taking them so much closer to Scotland.


The next day bore the revelation that Captain Bone had a daughter who was also attending St Bride’s School in Helensburgh, and so he was able to reassure Margaret about the surroundings to which she was headed. The weather became increasingly cold as the ship neared the shores of Europe, and Margaret was desolate one day to find the poor petrel dead in her cabin, then hastily despatched by the young deckhand, to whom Margaret had formed a friendship. It appears that teenagers change little from decade to decade, or even century to century . . .


Although Margaret did eventually find one other little boy sailing on his own to Dundee, the lack of interesting young people onboard forced Margaret to spend more time in the company of Mr Walden than she would have preferred and she committed her opinions of him – and all the other passengers – rigorously to her diary. In adulthood she would continue to offer character assassinations of the people she met, but at that stage she would deliver them to their faces!


Dinner was taken in a large, columned dining salon with ornately dressed tables and heavy leather chairs anchored down against the stormy seas. She was particularly horrified at Mr Walden’s drinking habits at lunchtime, when he took stout and then again more than three whisky sodas before dinner, with which he then enjoyed wine! Her sheltered upbringing with her sisters and aunts had obviously not prepared her for the imbibing habits of wealthy, competitive, elderly and bored transatlantic-liner passengers!


To amuse herself when other passengers’ company was unavailable, Margaret spent time exploring every corner of the decks and eventually discovered the haphazardly furnished music saloon in which of course she took great delight to play the resident piano. She decided that it was of superior quality and only to be used for what she termed ‘good’ music. The piano was pushed into the corner alongside an assortment of white wicker deckchairs, heavy circular leather chairs and crushed velvet tasselled tablecloths. She also uncovered an old hurdy-gurdy piano, which she heard played for church and dances, although it was falling to pieces; she was still able to get what she called ‘jazz’ out of it, at one time attracting an audience of three fellow passengers to her total delight. Although her time at school in Pennsylvania had involved many music lessons, the actual opportunities for performance beyond the classroom had been limited, and so she enjoyed the chance to show off her talents a little!


In addition to expanding her poker talents, of which she was very well aware that her aunts would not approve, she whiled away her time playing shuffle-deck with Chief Officer Kelly and attending fire drills, which she found interesting. Chief Engineer Moncier conducted tours of the engine rooms for the passengers, which Margaret found fascinating, apart from the smells, which made her feel queasy and therefore made her miss meals, something she was most annoyed about.


A highlight of her trip was the final concert before arrival, held in the saloon, where she discovered that her deck steward, Mr Edmundson, had the most wonderful voice. In her diary she described how he serenaded the audience – quite ‘heavenly’ – with a rendition of ‘Dear Old Pal of Mine’ that made her feel emotional, thinking of her friends and animals at home.


Church the next day was almost as interesting, as the preacher, Dr Ross, told of his adventures on his way to become a missionary in India. Her afternoon stroll with the young ex-soldier she had encountered the previous evening, by the name of Freddy, was even more thrilling, as he regaled her with stories of his time with the 1st Division in France during the Great War.


Sitting on deck early the following morning at 4.45 a.m., she was entranced by the appearance of a new moon, highlighted above the ‘oily blackness’, then that of the first lighthouse on the Irish coast. She wondered what the next few weeks would bring for her. She noted with great interest that, as they steamed into the town of Moville, a coastal town located on the Inishowen Peninsula of County Donegal, they were accompanied by a battle cruiser, on station beside the two red lighthouses at the entrance to the harbour, as a precaution against the possibility of Sinn Fein bombing the lighthouses after the 1920 local elections.6


She was thrilled to see the Giant’s Causeway as they carried on up the coast. She did admit that at times like these she felt a little alone and insignificant, but then she would hear someone singing or chatting in a Scottish accent and feel as if she too was now part of this new existence towards which she was sailing. Even at this early age, she acknowledged to herself that she did somehow feel a strange bond with this unknown land and culture towards which she was heading.


Everything seemed to fascinate this headstrong yet intrinsically shy teenager. She was intrigued by the sailors taking soundings at the stern with a long piece of rope and a lead pipe, and found the sight of a small boat approaching the ship, shadowed against the moon, somewhat reassuring, in the knowledge the boat would bring creels of fresh herring for breakfast. Food . . .


The weather as the ship approached the shores of Scotland was calm and Margaret found the unfamiliar scenery marvellous, especially Arran, with the tops of the mountains hidden in the clouds and the hillsides dotted with cattle and sunlight, a thing that she was not expecting. Stories of a wet, blustery, freezing climate had been frequently imparted to her before she left Pittsburgh, and for a short while she was reassured, thinking that things did not look as bad as she had been told to expect. She later came to wryly remember this moment when she saw the sunlit mountains and her naivety in believing that this was it and this is how it was going to be!


As the ship continued on up the coast towards the final destination of Glasgow, Margaret absorbed the lights and sounds of the Clyde shipyards, a memory which stayed with her for the rest of her life. She later recounted how the sight of the sparks and the banging of steel reminded her of home in Pittsburgh and made her feel alive. The sounds of seagulls reminded her of the shouts and calls of the children in the tenement buildings in New York that she had just left behind.




The Columbia passed Helensburgh and soon came into the narrow Clyde just at the setting of the sun. The great ‘cranes & scaffolding’ being ‘siluated’ against the red sky. The ship arrived at six, but Margaret would have to wait, impatiently, until 8.15 p.m., when they disembarked in the dark.


When the ship docked at the Broomielaw, Margaret was unceremoniously left on the quayside, surrounded by a chaotic crowd of travellers, luggage, wheelbarrows and the deafening noise of the busy port. Confused and terrified, she worried she had been forgotten. Still, she managed to slip her precious sovereigns past customs and get her passport stamped. Soon after, Captain Bone of the Columbia appeared, saying that he would take her to Birkhall, where she’d stay while at St Bride’s.


Before she could go, a young man grabbed her and asked who she was looking for. She told him the Hodges and he yelled, ‘Hodge!’ three times. The police joined in and finally her family’s friends, the Reverend Hugh, his wife Annie and their son Gilbert – whom she’d known from Pittsburgh – came into view. Margaret, consumed by terror, threw herself at Gilbert, prompting the stationmaster to shout, ‘No canoodling on the platform!’


The accents around her were bewildering, but exciting, and she found herself caught between confusion and wonder. That night they stayed at an old boarding house near the Botanic Gardens, which Margaret would forever remember as the ‘Lorna Doone Boarding House’, inspired by R. D. Blackmore’s novel. To her, it epitomised British life – dour, cold and unwelcoming. But with the Hodges by her side, she clung to the hope that they would rescue her from her fears and make her new life more bearable.
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An Sgoil | School


Life at St Bride’s


This evening, we went to a concert given by Marjory Kennedy-Fraser on Songs of the Hebrides. Such marvellous, clear & wild, and thrilling music like I’ve never heard. Petuffa Kennedy-Fraser, daughter, sang and accompanied herself on the harp. The aunt, a Miss Margaret Kennedy, sang also, and it was lovely – most of the songs were in Gallic.


– Margaret Fay Shaw’s diary, 2 December 1920


Mrs Hodge took charge of preparing Margaret for her new school life in Helensburgh, ensuring she was fully outfitted in St Bride’s distinctive uniform. This included a heavy green gym tunic, black stockings and a black-ribboned hat embroidered with the school badge – a cherished item Margaret kept throughout her life, now tucked away in a cabinet in Canna House. Mrs Hodge also introduced her to local society ladies, where Margaret was delighted to learn about traditional Scottish baking. The bond between Margaret and Mrs Hodge was immediate and enduring, and they remained lifelong friends.


Accompanying Margaret on the train ride from Glasgow to the picturesque seaside town of Helensburgh, Mrs Hodge helped her settle into St Bride’s at 10 Stafford Street. The stately school building exuded both grandeur and comfort. Margaret boarded at Birkhall, a fine Victorian villa some distance from the school, necessitating daily cycling. At first, she relished the independence of biking to school, but her enthusiasm waned as the Scottish winter brought wet, freezing conditions that left her suffering dreadfully from chilblains. The heavy, mandatory, leather brogues offered little relief from the relentless damp and cold.


Margaret found Birkhall impressive, with its stone walls and seven-foot-high holly hedges, though she somehow thought the hedges unusually tall for Scotland. However, the house itself was frigid, relying solely on coal fires for warmth, supplemented by hot water bottles. Despite this, she felt content at Birkhall, enduring only one bout of homesickness. She pleaded with her family, whom she affectionately referred to as her ‘dynasty’, to write often, as their letters were her lifeline against the chill and isolation.


The view from her room at Birkhall was a source of fascination and joy. From her window, Margaret could see across the Clyde to Greenock and Gourock, watching ships anchored at the Tail of the Bank, awaiting pilots to guide them into Glasgow. Her 16-year-old imagination conjured romantic stories of the ships’ destinations, their passengers and their exotic cargoes – goods, and even animals, from the West Indies, as well as more mundane exports like coal and barley. These daydreams brought warmth to her cold days in Helensburgh.


On 24 September, four days after landing in Scotland, Margaret found her new diary at the bottom of her trunk and began recording her daily activities once more. She moaned about the cold – everything was so cold; she was never warm. But she also initially found the people cold and stiff, unused as she was to the strictures of Scottish Presbyterian manners. She loved the place itself, the pace of life and walking, but she did confide in her diary that at the time her bicycle and the Hodges were the only joys keeping her sane. She was disappointed to find that the school was completely ‘Anglified’, as she described it, with no hint of Scottish history or culture to be seen; she had expected tartan and stags’ heads on the walls and paintings of historic Highland battles. Though one morning she delighted the school’s cook and housemaid by rushing outside to listen to a travelling ‘tinker’ playing the Highland pipes in the street for pennies.1 The Highland pipes, or in Gaelic na pìob-mhòr,2 were to become one of her lifelong passions in Scottish music, although she never played them herself.


She was one of five roommates – Bea (Hodge, with whom she remained friendly until Bea’s death in 1976), Margot Carstairs, Mary Rankin and Ishbel Cadzow – and declared proudly that between them they had Miss Brown, Ness and Armstrong to boss around – some of the ladies who looked after the boarding girls.


At a cost of around £57 in monthly fees, St Bride’s provided the best of education available at that time in Scotland. Predictably, Margaret found school lessons dry, but one redeeming feature was that she did not have to take maths – memories still lingered of algebra hell at Miss Kirk’s School at Bryn Mawr. She thought that she might take some maths in her final term, and she surprised even herself by finding no real complaint with her lessons, even after two weeks of studying Virgil and Catiline, as well as French, history, drawing, English and of course music. She delighted in receiving mail from home, and her spirits were raised immensely when she received the first batch of letters from her sister Kay soon after her arrival in Scotland.


She watched the sea every day, scanning for the Columbia, her final link to home. She longed to see it make its way out of the channel back to New York, but dreaded it too, knowing that the sight would stir a bittersweet ache – fond memories of her joyful days aboard mingled with the sharp pang of homesickness.


Daily walks became a treasured routine for Margaret, often accompanied by a young domestic science teacher who also boarded at St Bride’s. Both naturally reserved, they found common ground in sharing stories of family and homeland. Margaret delighted in learning about the surrounding countryside, and their ‘croc fashion’ walks – two by two – frequently followed the Luss Road out of Helensburgh. She found these outings exhilarating, especially when they revealed breathtaking views of Loch Lomond and the Black Hills.




Another memorable feature was the sight of Highland cattle, creatures completely unfamiliar to Margaret. Their imposing presence inspired both awe and fear. Although they were then a roadside curiosity, these magnificent animals would later become a significant part of her life in the Hebrides.


The landscapes around her fuelled her imagination, evoking scenes from Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped, a favourite book at the time. The connection to the novel left an indelible mark on her, shaping her lifelong talent for storytelling. Later in her career, Margaret often mentioned these walks in her TV and radio documentaries.


Margaret’s early weeks at school were not without difficulties. She struggled to find her place and felt adrift when her friend Bea was out of action for a whole week with a sprained ankle. Her homesickness deepened when no letters arrived from the United States, leaving her feeling, as she described it, ‘blue’.


However, her spirits soon lifted, thanks to her first music lesson with Mr Edgar Barrett, a man who would profoundly shape her musical journey.


Margaret’s near-photographic memory captured every detail of Barrett: ‘short, heavy-set, wears nose glasses, yellow Oxfords, and black socks’. Although his demeanour did not immediately impress her, his extraordinary accomplishments did. Barrett had accompanied renowned musicians such as Fritz Kreisler and Mischa Elman; he had studied under leading minds of his era and even performed with her idol, Ignacy Paderewski. These credentials fascinated Margaret, despite her light-hearted diary caricature of him, noting humorously, ‘I can’t quite make his feet, so I’ll leave it to your imagination.’


Margaret’s knack for caricature extended beyond Barrett, as her diary secretly housed sketches of other teachers, too.


Writing was not just a pastime but a platform for self-expression, perhaps a precursor to modern social media. Addressing herself as ‘MShaw’ in her entries, she crafted her narrative with an awareness, almost, of an imagined future audience. Her diary included detailed descriptions of her uniforms, from the Dexter to the ‘Basher’ hats, one of which she light-heartedly blamed for giving her headaches. These vivid entries reveal to us a young woman both documenting and shaping her identity. Margaret’s diaries provide an intimate glimpse into the life of a teenager navigating a world that is by turns intimidating and thrilling. She was using the tools of her time – pen, paper and imagination – to transform her diary into a training course for her storytelling skills.
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The Cadence of a Song Margaret’s caricature of Mr Edgar Barrett. Margaret’s diary, 28 September 1920








The diary’s chaotic organisation adds to its charm. Notes spill into margins, often unrelated to the events of the day, and tiny cartoons of unidentified figures pop up sporadically. Her writing shrinks as she runs out of space, making it challenging to piece together a clear chronology of her year in Helensburgh. Her use of a printed 1920 diary complicates matters further, as she restarted the calendar in January 1921 without changing the dates.


These idiosyncrasies carried into Margaret’s later memoir, From the Alleghenies to the Hebrides, where she mistakenly wrote that she left for Scotland in 1921. Immigration records confirm her arrival was in 1920. These quirks of her memory only enhance the story of her journey, mapping her development into one of the most compelling chroniclers of Scottish life in the early twentieth century.




Margaret’s dedication to diary-keeping came to an abrupt end in 1938 when she moved to Canna, but her Helensburgh diary stands apart as one of the most significant of all her writings. It offers an intimate window into the evolving mind of a young woman on the cusp of discovering her life’s path, and it vividly introduces us to the girl who would become Margaret Fay Shaw Campbell of Canna.


In later years, Margaret developed a habit of jotting down stories and memories on whatever was at hand – scraps of paper, envelopes, notebooks, even receipt pads – rarely bothering to date them. Reconstructing her life from these fragments, along with ship passenger lists, immigration records, flight tickets and visual cues in her photographs is both a challenging and rewarding endeavour. These clues piece together a life rich in experience and memory, preserving the legacy of a truly remarkable woman.


Margaret’s first term at St Bride’s was marked by an eager anticipation of mail from home and an adjustment to the relentless Scottish weather. She quickly learned to navigate the challenges of walking up the Luss Road daily, rain or shine, battling the wind to keep her heavy school skirt from flying up. The harsh climate took its toll, with colds and viruses becoming an almost inevitable part of life. These were endured with a mix of fortitude and excitement, particularly when they warranted a visit from the handsome young doctor assigned to the school.


Margaret went so far as to suffer the agony of sleeping in head curlers the night before one expected visit, only to vent her frustration in her diary when the doctor failed to appear – a painful sacrifice made in vain. Her appearance, especially the state of her hair, was a frequent point of contention in school life, drawing repeated scoldings from the ever-watchful Miss Renton, the house mistress.


Having the cold, and possibly even the flu, meant having to consume dreadful concoctions of salt and soda, coupled with horrible inhalations of balsam, beeswax and even benzene.3


Margaret was always hungry and wrote bitterly about the lack of interesting food at Birkhall. She loved receiving packages of ‘candy’ from Reymer’s, the most famous sweet shop in Pittsburgh – especially the giant 5lb box from an aunt for her 17th birthday. She was always diligently careful to share it out with the other girls. A breakfast of bacon, toast and tea, and bread was not enough to satisfy Margaret, and she eagerly awaited her jam sandwiches for elevenses, followed by an ‘enormous lunch of only one course’, as she cynically described it, and of minuscule proportions at that – one portion of steamed pudding was never enough! She wrote fervently and positively of her introduction to a rather strange steamed pudding that she had never heard of before, something called ‘Spotted Dog’, which apparently looked like its name. ‘Bullet pudding’ also seems to have been frequently served, or rather played – this was a Regency parlour game that involved a ‘pudding’ tower made of flour with a bullet or coin placed at the top. Players had to cut away a slice of flour until only a column of flour remained, and whoever made the coin fall, lost. It is assumed that Margaret’s Bullet Pudding was of a similar construction


She was, however, not overly keen on the rum pudding, which was produced one lunchtime, declaring that it looked and tasted like glue. She was particularly happy when the mothers of some of the local girls would send over loaves of Margaret’s favourite bread, which she called ‘Boston Brown Bread’, reminding her of Mamie’s own bread back home baked on the range at Glenshaw. She was particularly scathing of the fish pie that regularly made its appearance on the lunch table and which Margaret declared was held together by bones. Food seems to have played an important part in daily life at Birkhall for Margaret.


Half-term was a highly anticipated break, not just for the respite from studies but for the exodus of most of the girls, leaving the house blissfully quiet and, even better, minimally supervised. Margaret spent her first Scottish half-term like any modern teenager might – transforming the dorm into the place for Party Central . . .


She and the remaining girls moved all six beds into one room and raided every stash of edible delights they could find for a series of legendary midnight ‘Eats’ feasts.




The haul was impressive: large boxes of candy, clusternuts, tarts, cakes, raisins and fruit arrived from both home and abroad. Sticky fudge was concocted over the coal fire in the – for once – deserted living room, while marshmallows were toasted in copious quantities. The result? Predictably, the girls made themselves thoroughly sick. Margaret noted, with a mix of regret and humour, that her mouth was perpetually filled with either cake or a soda mint for indigestion.


As half-term coincided with Halloween, traditional games added to the hilarity. Apples were bobbed, treacle scones were devoured, ribbons were pulled and cakes shaped like turnips were savoured. The pièce de résistance was a game involving marching around in the dark and spooning up mashed potatoes until someone unearthed a gold ring – Margaret, naturally. The victory was bittersweet, as the ring stubbornly stuck on her finger, even after liberal applications of red Vaseline.


The culinary adventures did not stop there. Unlikely treats such as potted veal were sampled, resulting in indigestion and vivid dreams that plagued everyone involved. Even Miss Renton – ‘The Bogue’ herself (we may never know why she had this nickname) – got in on the action, sampling the toasted marshmallows. Margaret was both thrilled and shocked to discover that Bogey actually enjoyed the American treat! The remaining Birkhall girls were also invited to lavish parties for Halloween weekend in Helensburgh. Margaret could not contain her excitement at the invitation to one in particular – at the house of a fellow American family from Indiana, the Rickeys. Mr Rickey was the general manager of the massive Singer Sewing Machine factory at Kilbowie on Clydebank, which was at that time the largest factory in the world, over six storeys high and occupying a site of more than a hundred acres.


Walter J. Rickey had been appointed manager of the Clydebank factory in 1913 to clear up the aftermath of what became known as the Singer Strikes of 1911, when three women were dismissed and the remaining twelve women were expected to take up the extra work with no extra pay.




Rickey’s legacy was the extensive social and recreational clubs which were set up for all Singer employees through a fund which he established. In 1921, under Rickey’s management, the Singer Recreation Hall and Grounds (where Margaret would frequently walk) were formally opened, and sporting clubs, horticultural societies and several music groups were some of the many activities provided for all employees. Margaret had no inkling at the time just how significant it was, that she was present at a time of considerable social change in Scotland.


Margaret was impressed that Mr Rickey sent a ‘handsome’ cab to collect the girls to take them to the party at his home, which reminded her of her own in Glenshaw, with high oak panelling and windows.


It took the girls a few days to recover from their half-term excesses and Margaret ended up with a ‘frosted heel’4 and a feeling in the pit of her stomach that she could only describe as wishing that she had not eaten that last piece of nice cake.


However, the feelings of fullness did not last long, and by the next weekend even a donation to Birkhall of new chairs was vehemently castigated for not being table loads of actual food instead. She professed herself to be fading away, so hungry was she all the time, and how was a gal supposed to survive . . .


Letters from sisters Bid and Caroline were her saviour, however (especially those which came with a package of ‘eats’), filled as they were with news of family gatherings, such as weddings, which she would sorely miss, and which were duly committed to ‘The Diary’.


In the next breath, however, Margaret might add a recipe for delicious Scotch scones that she had been given by one of the school maids (and, incidentally, one that she continued to use as long as she was still baking in Canna House – but it was the buttermilk which made all the difference . . .) She was a busy schoolgirl, however, and never dwelt on her low moments for long. Somebody or something would come along as a distraction to the long, dark winter Helensburgh days.


Margaret’s musical career at school began to take shape in earnest during her first term at St Bride’s and she enjoyed attending concerts wherever possible. Mr Barrett was a frequent accompanist for the well-known ‘Catterall Quartet’5 and Margaret eagerly went to as many of his concerts and recitals as possible. Margaret was extremely lucky to have had the exposure to so many first-rate musical legends at such a youthful age, and even more so to have the ability to appreciate what she was actually hearing and seeing. She thoroughly enjoyed the Catterall Quartet and described the concert vividly in her diary, detailing the four musicians, including her own dear Mr Barrett, who played ‘divinely’, with more in-depth notes written on the programme itself. Being meticulous in recording details as far as music was concerned would stand her in good stead later in her own musical career. Mr Barrett appears to have been most supportive of Margaret, bolstering her confidence when it came to her playing and reassuring her that she was indeed improving, even though she did not always believe him. She certainly had no confidence in her academic ability and was vexed at her lack of progress with Latin and French. A good newsy letter from home would always put all her academic woes into perspective and she would move on to the next Chopin Prelude, which was, after all, much more important.


Margaret’s musical life veered from the sublime to the ridiculous with frequent regularity – such as the time she tried to amuse her poor sick friend Bea (who seemed to suffer from the sprained ankle for several months; perhaps it was really Spanish flu?) by playing Mendelssohn’s ‘Wedding March’ on the piano whilst gargling at the same time – the first three bars went beautifully, but then she choked and the results? ‘You can use your imagination,’ she wrote.6


Margaret’s piano playing skills were also put to good use at school events, such as the ‘Old Girls’ evening, when previous pupils, who varied from just out-of-school 18-year-olds to terribly ancient 35-year-olds, all joined together for some music and feasting in the school. Margaret was unaware of just how pivotal this evening was to be in the course of her life.


This was Margaret’s very first introduction to ‘Scotch’ dancing, as she phrased it, as well as actual, real evening dresses.7 Somehow Margaret felt that her American slippers and dress did not quite fit in with the glamorous silks and ribbons of the older girls, although her own were much more comfortable. Margaret would always think of fashion in this way: comfort over falderals. Later in her life, even her slubbed silk evening dresses in Canna House were teamed with comfortable (although probably also silk) low kitten heels.


Margaret played jazz for the ‘Old Girls’ on the piano and was delighted when they seemed to really enjoy it, never having heard much of it yet on this side of the Atlantic. Jazz was just beginning to become known through recordings and performances from singers and bands who came touring after the end of the First World War. From the 1930s onwards, it became more widespread among British musicians.


Margaret’s appreciation for Scottish school life grew significantly after that evening of tea and good biscuits, which she described as ‘peachy’. She wrote that she was ‘beginning to get in the way of it’.


This new enthusiasm extended to playing hockey (or ‘hocky’, as she spelled it) and even relishing victories, such as beating St George’s, Edinburgh. Scotland began to appeal to her – though she remained disturbed by the public drunkenness she observed, especially among women, underlining ‘women’ in her notes. She felt they could benefit from one of Reverend Dr Larment’s fiery sermons on ‘Devil Drink’ from back home. Temperance was prominent in Helensburgh at the time, with temperance hotels near St Bride’s that would have shielded the girls from unsavoury town life during a period when people were recovering from the Great War and the Spanish flu pandemic.


Margaret’s notes also provide glimpses of broader historical events, such as watching the freighters stranded in the Clyde Basin during the coal strike of 1920, sparked by a miners’ ballot where 71.75 per cent voted to strike. This moment in Scottish labour history left an impression on her, broadening her understanding of the country’s challenges and shaping her future perspective of the country she was to call home.


At Birkhall, Margaret embraced all the arts, often persuading Miss Renton, one of the other house mistresses to accompany her to local plays. She was deeply moved by a performance of Euripides’ Alcestis, calling it a ‘Greek concoction’ and noting the intense emotional impact on the audience, many of whom she saw leaving in tears. This moment only served to strengthen her fascination with the power of creative art. Group readings at Birkhall also enriched her cultural experiences, whether it was Dante’s Paradise Lost, Dickens’ Oliver Twist, or Sheridan’s The School for Scandal, the latter enjoyed despite much of the innuendo going right over their heads thankfully. These gatherings around the coal fire, along with a plentiful supply of cakes, helped counter Helensburgh’s persistent chilly wind and Margaret’s chilblains. These experiences were all gently nurturing a burgeoning passion for the dramatic arts and literature.
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